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Models of Reflection

Dr David Allan
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What is reflection?

Who reflects? 
Why do we reflect?
Personal/professional development
Metacognition
Metaknowledge
What are the limitations of reflecting?
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John Dewey (1859 –1952)

For Dewey, reflection can be a tool for 
understanding complex situations as we think 
through the events involved and analyse the 
outcome. 

• Why did it turn out that way? 

• What could have happened differently and 
how would that have turned out?
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According to Dewey, reflection on learning is 
not merely the passive recall of the event. It is 
an active process that is concerned with 
learning how to use our thinking to shape 
learning. 

Reflection is an ‘active, persistent and careful 
consideration of any belief or supposed form 
of knowledge in the light of the grounds that 
support it, and further conclusions to which it 
leads’ (Dewey 1933, p. 118).
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Reflective writing can be 
constructed around various 
models
We will look at some of these in 
this session:

Gibbs (1988)
Kolb (1984)
Johns (1994)
Rolfe (2001)
Schon (1991)
De Bono (1995)
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David Kolb asserts that knowledge 
results from the interaction between 
theory and experience. He states that 
learning takes place in four stages in a 
cycle that continues the more one 
learns

1. “DO” 
2. “OBSERVE” 
3. “THINK” 
4. “PLAN”
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According to Kolb learning 
is the process whereby 
knowledge is created 
through the 
transformation of 
experience. 

1. Concrete Experience - “DO” 
2. Observation and Reflection - “OBSERVE” 
3. Forming Abstract Concepts - “THINK” 
4. Testing in new situations - “PLAN”
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How suitable is 

the Gibbs model?

With your students, you may want to ask 
them to reflect on a key situation to test 
this model against their thinking. 
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Activity: Using the cyclical reflective process devised by Gibbs, you 
will reflect on a specific situation and engage in in-depth analysis and 
evaluation. Examples include a specific session where you have taught 
(or supported) a group of students and your first day at Edge Hill 
University.
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The following cues are offered 
to help practitioners to access, 
make sense of, and learn 
through experience. 
ØDescription 

ØReflection 

ØInfluencing factors 

ØAlternative strategies 

ØLearning 

Let’s look at these in more 
detail…
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experience 

ØIdentify the key issues 
within this description that 
you need to pay attention to
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ØWhat was I trying to 
achieve? 

ØWhy did I act as I did? 
ØWhat are the consequences 

of my actions? 
ØHow did I feel about this 

experience when it was 
happening? 

ØHow did the people 
involved feel about it? 

ØHow do I know how others 
felt about it? 
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ØWhat internal factors 
influenced my decision-
making and actions? 

ØWhat external factors 
influenced my decision-
making and actions? 

ØWhat sources of knowledge 
did or should have influenced 
my decision making and 
actions?
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(Jo
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) ØCould I have dealt better 

with the situation? 

ØWhat other choices did I 
have? 

ØWhat would be the 
consequences of these other 
choices? 
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ØHow can I make sense of this 
experience in light of past 
experience and future 
practice? 

ØHow do I NOW feel about 
this experience? 

ØHave I taken effective action 
to support myself and others 
as a result of this experience? 

ØHow has this experience 
changed anything for me or 
my learners? 
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Two distinct purposes for 
reflection in teaching:

1. Gain a better understanding of 
how power underpins and distorts 
educational processes 

2. To challenge assumptions and 
practices that may not be what 
they seem – surface appearance 
to deeper intent/implications.
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Teachers who reflect are more 
critical.

• ‘The critically reflective process 
happens when teachers discover 
and examine their assumptions 
by viewing their practice 
through four distinct, though 
interconnecting 
lenses’ (Brookfield, 2005 p xiii).
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1.Lens of their own 

autobiography as teachers and 
learners

2.Lens of students' eyes

3.Lens of colleagues’ 
experiences

4.Lens of educational literature
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How does this relate to teaching?

1. ‘I thought that was a fantastic 
lesson. We really got our teeth into 
the concepts.’

2. ‘I wanted to poke my own eyes out.’

3. ‘Wow, that was a horrendous 
session. It’s a good job you weren’t 
being observed officially.’

4. ‘This type of engagement can be 
particularly effective for motivating 
students. However, it needs to be 
implemented with a strong level of 
trust’ (Smith, 2019, p. 19).
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Rolfe poses 3 questions: What? 
So What? Now What? 

Offers scrutiny of the situation 
and leads to construction of 
knowledge that has been learnt 
through the experience. 
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Donald Schön identifies two kinds 
of reflection
The first, reflection in action –
reflecting when the events are 
happening.  
This type of ‘thinking on your feet.’ 
For example, recognising how to 
rescue an activity that may not be 
going as well as you had 
anticipated becomes easier as you 
become more experienced and 
build up a bank of tried and tested 
solutions.
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The second, reflection on
action,  is retrospective and is 
a form of reflection many 
trainees will feel more 
confident in doing. You may 
ask yourself the following 
types of questions after a 
lesson you have taught:

ØWhat went well in the 
lesson?

ØWhat didn’t go well?
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ØHow could I improve 
things next time?

ØHow can I make use of 
what I have learned to 
move towards Best 
Practice?

It is important to note that 
if you reflect in action, you 
should follow it up with 
reflecting on action (what 
was the impact of your in 
action reflections?).
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David Boud

Schön and Dewey tend to ignore the effect of emotions 
when considering reflection. Schön’s theory is seen as 
being more concerned with professional practice and 
the development of the expert practitioner. Kolb’s 
theory has also been criticised as being too 
theoretical and not acknowledging the effect of 
feelings.

Emotions can influence our perception of an event so 
should they be considered when reflecting?

25

David Boud

Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) claim that if reflection 
is to be a valid manner of constructing knowledge, the 
emotions connected to the event should be 
considered. For instance, were you anxious or nervous 
when you taught? Were you hesitant or calm? 
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Critical thinking

Think of a an incident (but be careful not to recall something too 
traumatic) where something quite dramatic has happened.
You need to have been involved in some way, even as just an 
observer/witness.

Think about…
• What stands out in your mind?
• What is less clear?
• What emotions were you feeling at the time? 
• How much time has passed since that event? 
• Is this an accurate representation of it?
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Does perception affect reflection?

•https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
_SsccRkLLzU

•https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
llLVk2fqylA
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SsccRkLLzU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llLVk2fqylA
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Name the event

‘Elderly man attacked and killed in his own home 
in front of his family.’

One side feel that the ‘tyranny’ of a major 
influence is too oppressive and should relinquish 
control in order to free the people. The other 
believes that together we are stronger and an 
allegiance is a powerful force to be reckoned 
with, and it facilitates people’s needs much more 
effectively. 
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Detection skills

Watch the short video and see if you can work out 
who the killer is.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubNF9QNEQ
LA
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ubNF9QNEQLA
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Think about the models as a 

whole and see if any resonate 

with you. You will then need to 

do some background reading to 

see what other models are out 

there. 
What are the particular 

characteristics of your chosen 

model that are useful for your 

teaching? For instance, could 

you use Brookfield’s model for 

your extended self-evaluations 

within your e-portfolio?
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