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Reflection – what is it? 

Reflection is the examination of personal thoughts and actions.  For 

practitioners, this means focusing on how they interact with their colleagues 

and with the environment to obtain a clearer picture of their own behaviour. 

It is therefore a process by which practitioners can better understand 

themselves to be able to build on existing strengths and take appropriate future 

action. And the word ‘action’ is vital.  Its aim is to develop professional actions 

that are aligned with personal beliefs and values.  

Reflection allows you to learn from your experiences and activities such as daily 

events within your practice, group discussions and learning opportunities within 

college and/or placement/practice area.  Reflection enables you to look back on 

these activities and critically evaluate your responses and levels of knowledge 

and competence.  You will then be able to identify what learning or actions you 

need to undertake. To be effective, reflection is a skill that requires practice. 

There are two fundamental forms of reflection: reflection-on-action and 

reflection-in-action. Understanding the differences between these forms of 

reflection is important. It will assist practitioners in discovering a range of 

techniques they can use to develop their personal and professional competences. 

 Reflection-on-action 

Reflection-on-action is perhaps the most common form of reflection. It involves 

carefully re-running in your mind events that have occurred in the past. The aim 

is to value your strengths and to develop different, more effective ways of 

acting in the future. 

In some of the literature on reflection (Grant and Greene 2001; Revans 1998), 

there is a focus on identifying negative aspects of personal behaviour with a 

view to improving professional competence. This would involve making such 

observations as: ‘I could have been more effective if I had acted differently’ or 

‘I realise that I acted in such a way that there was a conflict between my 
actions and my values’. 

While this is an extremely valuable way of approaching professional 

development, it does, however, ignore the many positive facets of our actions. 

We argue that people should spend more time celebrating their valuable 

contributions to the workplace and that they should work towards developing 

these strengths to become even better professionals. We are not advocating, of 

http://www.nursingtimes.net/nursing-practice-clinical-research/a-practical-approach-to-promote-reflective-practice-within-nursing/204502.article
http://www.nursingtimes.net/nursing-practice-clinical-research/a-practical-approach-to-promote-reflective-practice-within-nursing/204502.article
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course, that they should neglect to work on areas of behaviour that require 

attention. 

Reflection-in-action 

Reflection-in-action is the hallmark of the experienced professional. It means 

examining your own behaviour and that of others while in a situation (Schon, 

1995; Schon, 1987).  

The following skills are involved: 

 Being a participant observer in situations that offer learning 

opportunities; 

 Attending to what you see and feel in your current situation, focusing on 

your responses and making connections with previous experiences; 

 Being ‘in the experience’ and, at the same time, adopting a ‘witness’ stance 

as if you were outside it. 

For example, you may be attending a meeting and contributing fully to what is 

going on.  At the same time, part of your consciousness can observe accurately 

what is going on in the meeting. Reflection-in-action is something that can be 

developed with practice. Some techniques are described later. 

Critical reflection 

Critical reflection is another concept commonly mentioned in the literature on 

reflection (Bright, 1996; Brookfield, 1994; Collins, 1991; Millar, 1991). It refers 

to the capacity to uncover our assumptions about ourselves, other people, and 

the workplace. 

We all have personal ‘maps’ of our world. These develop across our lifetime and 

our early experience plays a vital role in their development. Like geographical 

maps, our personal maps help us make sense of our environment but are 

representations only. Personal experience determines how much of our 

environment we actually ‘see’. 

It can be surprising to hear two people’s descriptions of the same event. Each 

may be astonished to hear how the other experienced the situation. Critical 

reflection involves uncovering some of the assumptions, beliefs and values that 

underlie the construction of our maps. Critical incident analysis offers useful 

tools to facilitate critical reflection (Fivars, 1980). 

 

http://www.nursingtimes.net/nursing-practice-clinical-research/a-practical-approach-to-promote-reflective-practice-within-nursing/204502.article
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Why is reflective practice so important? 

Reflective practice is important for everyone - and Health Care Professionals in 

particular - for several reasons.  Firstly, Health care Professionals are 

responsible for providing care to the best of their ability to patients and their 

families (NMC, 2008).  They need to focus on their knowledge, skills and 

behaviour to ensure that they can meet the demands made on them by this 

commitment. 

Secondly, reflective practice is part of the requirement for Health Care 

Professionals constantly to update professional skills.  Keeping a portfolio 

offers considerable opportunity for reflection on on-going development.  Annual 

reviews enable Health Care Professionals to identify strengths and areas of 

opportunity for future development. 

Thirdly, Health Care Professionals should consider the ways in which they 

interact and communicate with their colleagues. The profession depends on a 

culture of mutual support.  We should aim to become self-aware, self-directing 

and in touch with our environment. 

We can only achieve this goal if we make full use of opportunities to gain 

feedback on our impact on patients, patients’ families, colleagues and the 

organisation as a whole. 

Gaining this feedback involves using complex skills in detecting patterns, making 

connections, and making appropriate choices. 

How to be reflective 

You may at times think that you do not have enough time to live your life, let 

alone reflect on it.  Among the many tools that can assist you in the vital skill of 

reflection, here are a few ideas, tips and activities that will enrich your 

experience of reflection and will take only a few minutes of your time. 

Feedback 

Feedback comes from other people in many different forms, both verbal and 

non-verbal.   We receive feedback from others about our behaviour, our skills, 

our values, the way that we relate to others, and about our very identity.  It can 

be argued that we are, who we are, because of the feedback we receive from 

others.  For this reason, feedback is central to the process of reflection. 
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One of the key questions in reflection is: ‘How do I know that I have accurately 
perceived what I have seen and what I have heard?’ This is a very important 

issue. 

As we all carry our own unique ‘map’ of the world, we can develop richer maps by 

directly asking other people how they perceive a particular incident.  In other 

words, we should develop the habit of asking relevant people how they see us.  

Asking the simple question: ‘Can you give me some feedback on what I did?’ will 

provide extremely valuable information.  Of course, the person you ask must be 

someone who can be trusted to give an honest answer, and whose opinion you 

value. 

At work, that person may be more experienced than you, such as a clinical 

supervisor, and who is able to assist you in reflecting on a particular experience.  

The clinical supervisor may challenge your thoughts in a supportive and non-

threatening manner to maximise the learning that can occur.  Remember though, 

that you do not have to accept the feedback as the ‘truth,’ but do give it your 

consideration. 

We encourage people to take responsibility for gathering feedback about 

themselves.  Keep asking people – when, and where appropriate - how they saw 

your behaviour.  Be as specific as possible.  For example, you could say: ‘Can you 
give me some feedback as to how I spoke to that patient?’ 

When you begin to ask others for feedback, do not be surprised if they are 

slightly hesitant at first.  They may give rather bland comments along the lines 

of: ‘I thought you did well, given the circumstances.’  When they realise that you 

are likely to ask them for feedback, at appropriate times, they will be more 

prepared to give richer information. 

Requests for feedback can have interesting ramifications.  For example, other 

people may begin to ask you for feedback. 

You may wish to ask for feedback from more than one person who has 

participated in the same experience.  In this way, you obtain a variety of 

perspectives on your behaviour.  These perspectives may differ and may 

occasionally contradict each other.  This is not problematic because, as we said 

above, each of us carries our own map of the world, and we may be aware of 

different issues arising from the same situation. 
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What have I learnt? 

Another invaluable approach to reflection is to ask yourself regularly: ‘What 
have I learnt today?’  This is a positive approach to processing information and 

can be a constructive way of dealing with an event that may have been 

upsetting.  Incidentally, you can also say to other people whom you know well: 
‘What have you learnt today?’  This should be done sensitively, and at the right 

time and in the right circumstances.  It is particularly useful if the other person 

is in the process of developing new skills and knowledge.  As with asking a person 

for the first time to give you some feedback, the other person may be taken 

aback by being asked this question.   We rely on each other to tell us what we 

have learnt and how well - it is part of our culture and education system. It is 

another way in which we can work together with others to develop our 

reflective skills. 

Valuing personal strengths 

The literature on reflection often focuses on an individual or group, identifying 

weaknesses and using reflection, to address ‘areas of opportunity’, as managers 

sometimes call them (Grant and Greene, 2001; Revans,1998).  While we do not 

deny that it is important to look at ways of improving our effectiveness, we 

should never overlook our many positive accomplishments (Buckingham and 

Clifton, 2001).  Take time regularly therefore, to review the many satisfying 

things that you have achieved in the recent past.  This is not a question of 

wallowing in self-congratulation, but a way of celebrating the positive 

contributions you make to the workplace.  When you identify something that you 

wish to change for the better, at the same time, think of five positive things 

you have achieved in the past 24 hours. NB. Remember that a ‘learning 

activity’ may be observing practice, undertaking practice, classroom 

learning, private study, discussion with colleagues or any other activity 

which results in new learning. 

Viewing experiences objectively 

To obtain as objective a picture as possible, of yourself, your actions and your 

colleagues, try the following exercise.  Recall an incident from the recent past, 

one which involved you and another person or other people.  Now imagine 

yourself at the theatre.  On the stage are the players in the scene in which you 

were involved.  Look as carefully as you can at what you are doing and saying, and 

at what the other person is doing and saying.  Watch the interaction between 

you and the other person and watch the role you are playing.  Do you notice 

http://www.nursingtimes.net/nursing-practice-clinical-research/a-practical-approach-to-promote-reflective-practice-within-nursing/204502.article
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anything different from this perspective and, if so, what?  How does this affect 

you now? 

Practising this way of looking back on an experience can help you develop 

reflection-in-action skills.  Being a participant observer of your own experience 

is a sophisticated skill and can enable you to process the underlying elements of 

a personal experience. 

Empathy 

A useful way of reflecting on an interaction, possibly one that has involved you 

in conflict of some kind, is to adopt an empathic position to try to see, hear and 

feel what the other person may have experienced. Try another exercise.  You 

are Anna and you have had a disagreement with a colleague, Rachael.  Mentally 

step into the shoes of the other person and say out loud or in your head 

something along the lines of:  

‘I am Rachael. I don’t like the way Anna treats me.  My feelings are… My 
thoughts are… I think Anna’s feelings are… I think Anna’s thoughts are…’.  This 

can be a rather strange but potentially enlightening exercise. It can add new 

perspectives to the analysis of your experience. 

 

Keeping a journal 

Keep a private journal to log your reflections.  You may wish to choose a book 

with unlined pages so that you can record your thoughts in a variety of forms - 

drawings, notes, pictures that connect with your thoughts and feelings.  Use a 

variety of writing instruments - coloured pens, pencils, crayons, and highlighter 

pens.  You may also prefer to keep an online reflective diary, write a blog to 

record your reflections, or create voice recordings or video. 

There are many ways to record your thoughts, feelings and future plans.  For 

example, after work you could write in your journal, one adjective describing 

your day (remember to record the date). Then, underneath it, write one 

adjective describing how you want the next day to be.  

The following day, compare what happened in the light of what you wanted to 

happen.  If things happened in the way in which you wanted, how did you achieve 

your wish? If not, why not? 
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Another way of recording your thoughts is to give a brief description of the 

best things and the worst things that happened during the day.  Write a ‘win’ 

list of everything that went right.  This will give you a fascinating record of 

your high and low points across time.  You could also try writing a few words in 

response to stimulus questions. 

Look at what you write immediately after putting pen to paper, and a few days’ 

later review what you wrote.  Ask yourself the following questions: What comes 
over me when I do this review?  What can I learn from this? Do I see any 
patterns in my day-to-day experience?  Do I see patterns across time?   

Write spontaneously, and write quickly, so that you are not planning what comes 

next.  Write honestly.  This will allow you to be open about what you really think 

and what you really believe.  Do not worry about being logical and orderly in your 

reflections.  It can be very enlightening to write down your thoughts in an 

uncensored manner - after all, no one else is going to read your journal unless 

you want them to. 

The very act of writing things down is important.  Writing can be cathartic and 

can help you to put your thoughts in some order of priority.  It can, however, be 

frightening at times.  Do not censor yourself.  You might find it easier to speak 

your thoughts aloud and record them.  It can be very enlightening to listen to 

these spoken thoughts, sometime in the future. 

In your studies and career, you will probably reflect on significant events. It 

could be significant because of the implications, because of the effect on your 

learning or because of the strength of your feeling.  It is likely that these will 

be referred to as critical incidents.  Reflection is not only about your weakness, 

but about your strengths also.  It is used to evaluate and improve your practice, 

and to reflect if your practice is based on evidence. 

Reflection in Practice 

Reflective accounts are stories about a learning or practice experience that you 

have had.  These are confidential and can be written as a diary entry or as a 

continuing journal.  Remember Data Protection legislation and that it should not 

be possible to identify anyone from your reflections.  It is your responsibility to 

ensure the safety of your portfolio.  Through the review of your reflections and 

portfolio you can identify existing strengths and areas for development, so 

together with your mentor, you can create action plans that are directed 

specifically at your identified learning needs.  
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Example 

Third year nursing student Ellen McDaid understands the value of reflection 

and realised how much she has learned when working alongside a first-year 

student nurse.  

As a third-year student, I have been in awe of my mentors, particularly their 

time management skills and ability to complete all their objectives without 

having to hand over tasks to the next shift. At times, I have felt that I am not 

quite ready to qualify. 

During a recent placement, a first-year student on her first placement was 

asked to work alongside me. I felt overwhelmed by the responsibility and 

bombarded her with what I thought she needed to know during the shift. 

I assumed she did not have previous ward experience, so talked through what I 

was doing and why.  The student seemed happy and looked interested, asking the 

occasional question.  As we chatted, it became apparent that she had worked 

briefly as a healthcare assistant (HCA) before starting her nursing training.   I 

stopped explaining everything that I was doing and relaxed a little, enquiring 

about her previous experience. 

Later, during a break, I apologised to her for my earlier constant explanations, 

and said I hoped that she did not feel I had been patronizing. Fortunately, she 

was not at all put out.  On the contrary, she said my efforts had helped her to 

relax. Being given a lot of information was much better than being made to feel 

like a ‘spare part’. She had been concerned about her first day and had 

anticipated having to follow someone around who was reluctant to teach.  

Although I was not her mentor, I had shown an interest in helping her to settle 

in. 

In future, when I work with a new student or colleague, I will not make 

assumptions about their experience.  However, I will ensure that the student 

knows they can ask me anything, or question my rationale for undertaking a task, 

without hesitation.  I want to be approachable and make the student feel their 

input is welcome. 

Although I was concerned about how I could meet the student’s learning 

requirements, I have gained so much from this experience.  There are always 

opportunities to learn from each other and share experiences within the 

multidisciplinary team. 
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I have reflected on what I have learnt by reminding myself how I felt during my 

first placement almost three years ago.  I understand the value of reflection 

and realise that learning opportunities crop up when you least expect them to.  

When I am qualified, I hope I will always remember what it feels like to be a 

student learning from others. 

Acknowledging the progress, I have made since my first placement, has 

reassured me.  I now feel confident that by the time I qualify I will have the 

knowledge I need and a good foundation on which to build and develop into the 

nurse that I wish to be. 

Models of Reflection 

Models are a framework which allows care workers to have a structure to 

provide care. Although the structure and format of models may vary they share 

common features enabling the care professional to use different models in 

practice depending on the situation.  

You are going to look at 3 models of reflection: 

Schon (1983) talked about Reflection–in-action.  This is where the practitioner 

is confronted by a problem that they try to resolve at the time of the action.  

It is coming to a decision about something without consciously thinking about it, 

ie “thinking on your feet,” or making a judgement about an action or activity 

whilst you are doing it. 

 This is a skill that comes more readily with experience.  Reflection -on-action 

occurs when you look back at a past action to inform future practice.  
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Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (1988) 

With Gibb’s model you look at a learning experience/ event by firstly identifying 

what happened, what you felt about it, was there anything that was good or bad 

about the event, what could you learn from it, could you have done anything else 

and finally if you were involved in the same event/activity again what would you 

do then, would you change anything. (Fig 1) 

 

Gibb’s Model involves structured reflection, group or one to one supervision and 

the keeping of a reflective diary. The model is based around a series of 

questions which help the practitioner to reflect upon their experience in a 

purposeful meaningful way. 

John’s Model of Structured Reflection (Johns 1995) 

This is a more detailed model than those already examined, and it is based more 

on guided, structured and supported process.  The model itself is based on 

Carper’s (1978) Four Patterns of Knowing which the aesthetic is: personal, 

ethical and empirical ways of knowing.  

The following is an adaptation of a model described by Johns (1993) to 

facilitate reflection. It is based on a series of questions, which could be used 

within an assessment relating to practice. 
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1. Description of experience  

 What is the ‘here and now’ experience? 

 What essential factors contributed to this experience? 

 What were the significant background factors to this experience? 

2. Reflection 

 What was I trying to achieve? 

 Why did I act the way I did? What influenced my action? 

 What were the consequences of my actions for: myself, clients/patients, 

colleagues? 

 How did I feel about this experience when it was happening? 

 Why did I feel that way? 

 How did the clients/patients, colleagues feel about it? 

 Why did I think they felt that way? 

 How did I know this? 

3. Alternative actions 

 What other choices did I have? 

 What would have been the consequences of those other choices? 

4. Learning 

 How do I now feel about this experience? 

 How could I have been more effective? 

 What would I do now, faced with a similar situation? 

 What have I learned from the experience? 

 

Adapted from: Johns, C.,1993. Achieving effective work, as a professional activity 

Towards Advanced Nursing Practice (Ch11) Eds: Schober, JE., and Hinchliff SM., 

(1995) Arnold. 
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Activity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity: 

Using one of the reflective models above, describe a situation that you 

experienced in practice.  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Which Model of Reflection would you use and why? 
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Self-awareness and Communication  

Self-awareness is a process of noticing and exploring aspects of ourselves.  To 

understand the thoughts and behaviours of others, we must be firstly be aware 

of our own thoughts and behaviours and how this could impact and influence the 

person that we are caring for. 

Communication 

Good communication skills are essential in care.   It helps to develop good 

working relationships with others, give and receive information about the care 

and support you are providing, provide emotional support to the people that you 

work with and assess a person’s individual care needs.   

There are various types of communication; 

 Listening 

 Verbal 

 Non-verbal 

 Questioning  

Research the various types of communication  

Communication exercise  

Observe someone you regard as a good communicator to see how they use 

various types of communication and body language. Record your findings in 

your reflective journal  
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Learning needs 

Reflection is useful in the identification of learning needs.  Through reflection 

you can identify what things you are good at and what areas of your personal 

and professional practice you need to work on.  Reflective accounts will help you 

to identify your strengths and existing knowledge but where there are gaps in 

your knowledge or skills, thereby enabling you to put into place strategies to 

meet those needs.  In addition, you need also to know what support mechanisms 

there are in place to help you, and what resources you need to achieve your goal.  

In order not to be overwhelmed with the amount of learning you need to 

undertake it is a good idea to do a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats (SWOT) analysis. 

Strengths 
 
 What do you do well? 

 What unique resources are available 

to you? 

 What do you think other people 

would see as your strengths? 

 What do you think you are good at, 

that other people find difficult? 

 What skills have you learned in any 

employment you have had? 

 

Weaknesses 

 
 What things would you like to be better at? 

 What do you not like doing? 

 What do you think other people would consider 

your weak points? 

 Do you think there are any gaps in your 

knowledge/skills/qualifications? 

What personal characteristics do you have that 

might be considered weak? 

Opportunities 

 
 What opportunities are open to 

you? 

 What current trends might you 

take advantage of? 

 How can you turn your strengths 

into opportunities? 

 Do you have good contacts who 

could help you? 

Can you take advantage of technology 

at all? 
 
 

Threats  

 
 What trends could harm you? 

 What advantages might better qualified/more 

experienced people have over you? 

 Do you think that your weaknesses would expose 

you to any threats? 

 How secure is your job? 

 Might your financial circumstances be a threat? 

 Can any of your weaknesses result in a threat? 
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Activity 
 

Now do your own SWOT Analysis in relation to starting this new 

course.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                   Strengths                          Weaknesses                                    

 

                 

___________________________________________________ 

 

 

             Opportunities                      Threats 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once you have carried out your SWOT analysis, you should be able to work out: 

 What your strengths are and how to make the most of them 

 Whether you can turn some of your weaknesses into strengths 

 What opportunities might work out best for you, and how to go about this 

 If there are any threats that you need to do something about to avoid 

them happening 
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SMART Goals 

 

Some students find it helpful to identify specific aims and objectives when 

developing strategies to meet learning needs.  It is very easy to overestimate 

what you can achieve and a useful acronym to keep your aims in check is SMART.  

This stands for specific objectives that are measurable, achievable, realistic 

and time-bound.   

An easy example is: 

Specific –You do not know how to do manual blood pressure measurements. 

Measured – you can practice blood pressures on fellow students and have your 

tutor check your results. 

Achieveable - this is achievable because there are plenty of opportunities for 

these measurements to be taken and checked. 

Realistic - this is realistic because you have many occasions when you can 

practice this in the simulation class. 

Timebound - this must be achieved before you go out on placement. 

 

 

Baseline Assessment of technical ability  

 

The use of digital technology is an integral part of care provision when accessing 

or updating client records.  Core digital skills are the skills and knowledge 

necessary for undertaking everyday digital activities relevant to the job roles 

within care.  

We will discuss digital technology in the Learning topic: What is digital health. 
 

Activity   
 

Complete the computer self- assessment form for digital skills and identify 

the skills you need to develop, and include these in the action plan 

template.  
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Action Planning 

 

Planning 

Action Planning is simply a way of looking at all aspects of your learning and then 

determine what action you need to take to improve your understanding and skills 

and then putting a plan in place to determine how you are going to make the 

necessary changes.  Action plans can be very specific and relate to one activity 

such as, learning drug calculations, or they can be more general such as, needing 

to improve communication skills.  What you then need to identify is, how exactly 

you are going to achieve this, and what resources and support do you need.  

Then, you need to determine exactly what you have learned.  Finally, you should 

describe what effect this learning will have on your personal and professional 

development. 

Examples of ways in which you will use action plans include: 

 Planning for placement and working in new teams 

 Learning new clinical skills 

 Setting objectives for your studies 

 Setting objectives for progression to employment 

 Planning and reviewing your research, learning and assessments 

 To help you make the most of the opportunities offered  

 Develop your skills as an independent learner 

 Strategies for retention of learning 

The next step will be to decide what you are going to do next.  Have you 

achieved what you set out to do, or do you still have some way to go? Remember 

you can always improve your professional practice and develop your personal 

qualities and skills.  If you have not completed your action plan, you then need to 

decide what else you are going to need to do, to make progress towards your 

identified goal.  This may mean that you need to create another action plan for 

the next stage of your learning. 

Throughout your course you should complete many reflective accounts and 

associated action plans, to keep track of learning and development. These plans 

will show progression in your learning and reflection of your practice.  Every 

time you encounter a new procedure, or illness/condition or treatment, you 

should be identifying what you don’t yet know, but need to learn, to  
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increase your knowledge and skills and fulfil the professional requirement of 

practicing safely thereby protecting your patient’s/service users from harm. 

Whatever the scenario, effective action planning involves: 

 Breaking down your goals into smaller steps 

 Identifying the actions, you need to take for each step 

 Considering how to overcome any constraints 

 Identifying people/resources that can help 

 Setting a target date for completion of each step 

 Trying to be realistic in tasks you set yourself 

 Monitoring, reviewing and adapting the action plans on a regular basis 

ACTIVITY 

You are required to complete at least 2 of these action plans within your 

portfolio. A personal action plan and a professional action plan. 
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The following is a template for an action plan. 

 

What do 

I need 

to learn? 

How am 

I going 

to 

achieve 

this? 

What 

help, or 

resources 

do I 

need? 

What 

did I 

learn? 

How will this 

learning 

support my 

personal and 

professional 

development? 

What do 

I do 

now? 
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Assessment 

 
You are required to write at least 1 referenced reflective account, 

using a model of reflection, of an experience in practice.  It must be 

academically written and referenced. 1500 words. 
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