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What is reflection?

A definition of reflection – first definition….the commonsense definition
Reflection is a form of mental processing - like a form of thinking - that we  may use to fulfill a purpose or to achieve some anticipated outcome .   Alternatively we may simply ‘be reflective’, and then an outcome can be unexpected.

The term ‘reflection’ is applied to relatively complex or ill-structured ideas for which there is not an obvious solution and it largely refers to the further processing of knowledge and understanding that we already possess 






based on Moon (1999)

A second definition of reflection – the definition of reflection when it is used in an academic context

To the first definition, we add…
…..Refection /reflective learning in an academic context is likely to involve a conscious and stated purpose for the reflection, with an outcome that is specified in terms of learning, action or clarification.

The academic reflection may be preceded by a description of the purpose and / or the subject matter of the reflection.

The process and outcome of the reflective work is most likely to be in a represented (e.g. written) form and to be seen by others and to be assessed.  These factors can affect its nature and quality.

A useful metaphor for reflection???

‘Harry stared at the stone basin.  The contents had returned to their original silvery white state, swirling and rippling beneath his gaze.



“What is it?” Harry asked shakily.



“This?  It is called a pensieve”, said Dumbledore.  “I sometimes find - and I am sure that you know the feeling - that I simply have too many thoughts and memories crammed into my mind.”


“Er”, said Harry, who couldn’t truthfully say that he had ever felt 

anything of the sort. 


“At these times”, said Dumbledore, indicating the stone basin, “I 

use the pensieve.  One simply siphons the excess thoughts from 

one’s mind, pours them into the basin, and examines them at one’s 

leisure.  It becomes easier to spot patterns and links, you understand, 

when they are in this form”’.

The vocabulary of reflection
Reflection and reflective learning - 

Reflective practice - 

Reflective writing   This is the representation of reflective learning.  It is different from the learning process itself and in the process of any representation – in this case writing, we learn more

An exercise to explore issues of quality and depth in reflection
The Park (1)

I went through the park the other day.  The sun shone sometimes but large clouds floated across the sky in a breeze.  It reminded me of a time that I was walking on St David’s Head in Wales – when there was a hard and bright light and anything I looked at was bright.  It was really quite hot – so much nicer than the day before which was rainy.  I went over to the children’s playing field.  I had not been there for a while and wanted to see the improvements.  There were several children there and one, in particular, I noticed, was in too many clothes for the heat.  The children were running about and this child became red in the face and began to slow down and then he sat.  He must have been about 10.  Some of the others called him up again and he got to his feet.  He stumbled into the game for a few moments, tripping once or twice.  It seemed to me that he had just not got the energy to lift his feet.  Eventually he stumbled down and did not get up but he was still moving and he shuffled into a half sitting and half lying position watching the other children and I think he was calling out to them.  I don’t know.

Anyway, I had to get on to get to the shop to buy some meat for the chilli that my children had asked for their party.  The twins had invited many friends round for an end-of-term celebration of the beginning of the summer holidays.  They might think that they have cause to celebrate but it makes a lot more work for me when they are home. I find that their holiday time makes a lot more work.

It was the next day when the paper came through the door – in it there was a report of a child who had been taken seriously ill in the park the previous day.  He was fighting for his life in hospital and they said that the seriousness of the situation was due to the delay before he was brought to hospital.  The report commented on the fact that he had been lying unattended for half an hour before someone saw him.  By then the other children had gone.  It said that that several passers-by might have seen him looking ill and even on the ground and the report went on to ask why passers-by do not take action when they see that something is wrong.  The article was headed ‘Why do they ‘Walk on by’?  I have been terribly upset since then.  James says I should not worry – it is just a headline.

The Park (2)

I went to the park the other day.  I was going to the supermarket to get some meat to make the chilli that I had promised the children.  They were having one of their end-of-term celebrations with friends.  I wonder what drew me to the playground and why I ended up standing and watching those children playing with a rough old football?  I am not sure as I don’t usually look at other people’s children – I just did.  Anyway there were a number of kids there.  I noticed, in particular, one child who seemed to be very overdressed for the weather.  I try now to recall what he looked like - his face was red.  He was a boy of around 10 – not unlike Charlie was at that age – maybe that is why I noticed him to start with when he was running around with the others.  But then he was beginning to look distressed.  I felt uneasy about him – sort of maternal but I did not do anything.  What could I have done?  I remember thinking, I had little time and the supermarket would get crowded.  What a strange way of thinking, in the circumstances!

In retrospect I wish I had acted.  I ask myself what stopped me - but I don’t know what I might have done at that point.  Anyway he sat down, looking absolutely exhausted and as if he had no energy to do anything.  A few moments later, the other children called him up to run about again.  I felt more uneasy and watched as he got up and tried to run, then fell, ran again and fell and half sat and half lay.  Still I did nothing more than look – what was going on with me?  

Eventually I went on I tell myself now that it was really important to get to the shops.  It was the next day when the paper came through the door that I had a real shock.  In the paper there was a report of a child who had been taken seriously ill in the park the previous day.  He was fighting for his life in the hospital and the situation was much more serious because there had been such a delay in getting help.  The report commented on the fact that he had been lying, unattended, for half an hour or more.  At first, I wondered why the other children had not been more responsible.  The article went on to say that several passers-by might have seen him playing and looking ill and the report questioned why passers-by do not take action when they see that something is wrong. 

The event has affected me for some days but I do not know where to go or whom to tell.  I do want to own up to my part in it to someone though.

The Park (3)

The incident happened in Ingle Park and it is very much still on my mind.  There was a child playing with others.  He looked hot and unfit and kept sitting down but the other children kept on getting him back up and making him play with them.  I was on my way to the shop and only watched the children for a while before I walked on.  Next day it was reported in the paper that the child had been taken to hospital seriously ill – very seriously ill.  The report said that there were several passers-by in the park who had seen the child looking ill and who had done nothing.  It was a scathing report about those who do not take action in such situations.

Reading the report, I felt dreadful and it has been very difficult to shift the feelings.  I did not stop to see to the child because I told myself that I was on my way to the shops to buy food for a meal that I had to cook for the children’s party – what do I mean that I had to cook it?.  Though I saw that the child was ill, I didn’t do anything.  It is hard to say what I was really thinking at the time – to what degree I was determined to go on with my day in the way I had planned it (the party really was not that important was it?).  Or did I genuinely not think that the boy was ill – but just over-dressed and a bit tired?  To what extent did I try to make convenient excuses and to what extent was my action based on an attempt to really understand the situation?  Looking back, I could have cut through my excuses at the time – rather than now.

I did not go over to the child and ask what was wrong but I should have done.  I could have talked to the other children - and even got one of the other children to call for help.  I am not sure if the help would have been ambulance or doctor at that stage – but it does not matter now.  If he had been given help then, he might not be fighting for his life.

It would be helpful to me if I could work out what I was really thinking and why I acted as I did.  This event has really shaken me to my roots – more than I would have expected. It made me feel really guilty.  I do not usually do wrong, in fact I think of myself as a good person.  This event is also making me think about actions in all sorts of areas of my life.  It reminds me of some things in the past as when my uncle died – but then again I don’t really think that that is relevant - he was going to die anyway.  My bad feelings then were due to sheer sadness and some irrational regrets that I did not visit him on the day before.  Strangely it also reminds me of how bad I felt when Charlie was ill while we went on that anniversary weekend away.  As I think more about Charlie being ill, I recognise that there are commonalities in the situations.  I also keep wondering if I knew that boy….

The Park (4)

It happened in Ingle Park and this event is very much still on my mind.  It feels significant.  There was a child playing with others.  He looked hot and unfit and kept sitting down but the other children kept on getting him back up and making him play with them.  I was on my way to the shop and only watched the children for a while before I walked on.  Next day it was reported in the paper that the child had been taken to hospital seriously ill – very seriously ill.  The report said that there were several passers-by in the park who had seen the child looking ill and who had done nothing.  It was a scathing report about those who do not take action in such situation.

It was the report initially that made me think more deeply.  It kept coming back in my mind and over the next few days - I begun to think of the situation in lots of different ways.  Initially I considered my urge to get to the shop – regardless of the state of the boy.  That was an easy way of excusing myself – to say that I had to get to the shop.  Then I began to go through all of the agonising as to whether I could have mis-read the situation and really thought that the boy was simply over-dressed or perhaps play-acting or trying to gain sympathy from me or the others.  Could I have believed that the situation was all right?  All of that thinking, I now notice, would also have let me off the hook – made it not my fault that I did not take action at the time.

I talked with Tom about my reflections on the event – on the incident, on my thinking about it at the time and then immediately after.  He observed that my sense of myself as a ‘good person who always lends a helping hand when others need help’ was put in some jeopardy by it all.  At the time and immediately after, it might have been easier to avoid shaking my view of myself than to admit that I had avoided facing up to the situation and admitting that I had not acted as ‘a good person’.  With this hindsight, I notice that I can probably find it more easy to admit that I am not always ‘a good person’ and that I made a mistake in retrospect than immediately after the event.  I suspect that this may apply to other situations.

As I think about the situation now, I recall some more of the thoughts – or were they feelings mixed up with thoughts?  I remember a sense at the time that this boy looked quite scruffy and reminded me of a child who used to play with Charlie.  We did not feel happy during the brief period of their friendship because this boy was known as a bully and we were uneasy either that Charlie would end up being bullied, or that Charlie would learn to bully.  Funnily enough we were talking about this boy – I now remember – at the dinner table the night before.  The conversation had reminded me of all of the angonising about the children’s friends at the time.  The fleeting thought / feeling was possibly something like this:– if this boy is like one I did not feel comfortable with – then maybe he deserves to get left in this way.  Maybe he was a brother of the original child.  I remember social psychology research along the lines of attributing blame to victims to justify their plight.  Then it might not have been anything to do with Charlie’s friend.

So I can see how I looked at that event and perhaps interpreted it in a manner that was consistent with my emotional frame of mind at the time.  Seeing the same events without that dinner-time conversation might have led me to see the whole thing in an entirely different manner and I might have acted differently.  The significance of this whole event is chilling when I realise that my lack of action nearly resulted in his death – and it might have been because of an attitude that was formed years ago in relation to a different situation.

This has all made me thing about how we view things.  The way I saw this event at the time was quite different to the way I see it now – even this few days later.  Writing an account at the time would have been different to the account – or several accounts that I would write now.  I cannot know what ‘story’ is ‘true’.  The bullying story may be one that I have constructed retrospectively - fabricated.  Interestingly I can believe that story completely.

A Generic Framework for Reflective Writing 

There are four ‘levels’ of depth of reflection described below.  They do not necessarily accord directly with the accounts in exercises such as The Park or The Presentation – but provide an general guide.

Descriptive Writing

This account is descriptive and it contains little reflection.  It may tell a story but from one point of view at a time and generally one point at a time is made.  Ideas tend to be linked by the sequence of the account / story rather than by meaning.  The account describes what happened, sometimes mentioning past experiences, sometimes anticipating the future – but all in the context of an account of the event.  

There may be references to emotional reactions but they are not explored and not related to behaviour.

The account may relate to ideas or external information, but these are not considered or questioned and the possible impact on behaviour or the meaning of events is not mentioned.

There is little attempt to focus on particular issues.  Most points are made with similar weight.

The writing could hardly be deemed to be reflective at all. It could be a reasonably written account of an event that would serve as a basis on which reflection might start, though a good description that precedes reflective accounts will tend to be more focused and to signal points and issues for further reflection.

Descriptive account with some reflection

This is a descriptive account that signals points for reflection while not actually showing much reflection.

The basic account is descriptive in the manner of description above.  There is little addition of ideas from outside the event, reference to alternative viewpoints or attitudes to others, comment and so on.  However, the account is more than just a story.  It is focused on the event as if there is a big question or there are questions to be asked and answered.  Points on which reflection could occur are signalled.  

There is recognition of the worth of further exploring but it does not go very far.  In other words, asking the questions makes it more than a descriptive account, but the lack of attempt to respond to the questions means that there is little actual analysis of the events.

The questioning does begin to suggest a ‘standing back from the event’ in (usually) isolated areas of the account.

The account may mention emotional reactions, or be influenced by emotion.  Any influence may be noted, and possibly questioned.

There is a sense of recognition this is an incident from which learning can be gained, – but the reflection does not go sufficiently deep to enable the learning to begin to occur.

Reflective writing (1)
There is description but it is focused with particular aspects accentuated for reflective comment.  There may be a sense that the material is being mulled around.  It is no longer a straight-forward account of an event, but it is definitely reflective.

There is evidence of external ideas or information and where this occurs, the material is subjected to reflection.  

The account shows some analysis and there is recognition of the worth of exploring motives or reasons for behaviour

Where relevant, there is willingness to be critical of the action of self or others.  There is likely to be some self questioning and willingness also to recognise the overall effect of the event on self.  In other words, there is some ‘standing back’ from the event.  

There is recognition of any emotional content, a questioning of its role and influence and an attempt to consider its significance in shaping the views presented.

There may be recognition that things might look different from other perspectives that views can change with time or the emotional state.  The existence of several alternative points of view may be acknowledged but not analysed.

In other words, in a relatively limited way the account may recognise that frames of reference affect the manner in which we reflect at a given time but it does not deal with this in a way that links it effectively to issues about the quality of personal judgment.

Reflective writing (2)
Description now only serves the process of reflection, covering the issues for reflection and noting their context.  There is clear evidence of standing back from an event and there is mulling over and internal dialogue.

The account shows deep reflection, and it incorporates a recognition that the frame of reference with which an event is viewed can change.

A metacognitive stance is taken (i.e. critical awareness of one’s own processes of mental functioning – including reflection).

The account probably recognises that events exist in a historical or social context that may be influential on a person’s reaction to them.  In other words, multiple perspectives are noted.

Self questioning is evident (an ‘internal dialogue’ is set up at times) deliberating between different views of personal behaviour and that of others).

The view and motives of others are taken into account and considered against those of the writer.

There is recognition of the role of emotion in shaping the ideas and recognition of the manner in which different emotional influences can frame the account in different ways.

There is recognition that prior experience, thoughts (own and other’s) interact with the production of current behaviour.

There is observation that there is learning to be gained from the experience and points for learning are noted.

There is recognition that the personal frame of reference can change according to the emotional state in which it is written, the acquisition of new information, the review of ideas and the effect of time passing.

The effective of these variables on personal judgement is taken into account in making judgements.

Improving the quality of reflection by deepening it 

In deepening reflection, there are shifts - 

· from description to reflective account

· from no questions to questions to responding to questions

· emotional influence is recognised, and then handled increasingly effectively

· there is a ‘standing back from the event’

· self questioning, challenge to own ideas

· recognition of relevance of prior experience

· the taking into account of others’  views

· metacognition - review of own reflective processes
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