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Abstract 

This thesis is a practitioner based inquiry into how I can support the development of 

reflective dispositions within Early Childhood Studies (ECS) undergraduate students.  

The students involved in this research were all level 4 (first year, new entrants) who 

started their studies at an English University in September 2009. 

The study takes a Social Constructivist approach through pedagogical action research 

and was informed by a Reflective Methodology.  My own beliefs regarding ontology lie 

in the notion that there is no one truth; that is multifaceted and that truths are 

‘socially constructed multiple realities’ (Patton, 2002, p. 134).  This is what Denzin and 

Lincoln (2008, p. 32) refer to as ‘relativist ontology’.  It used qualitative methods to 

explore my own experiences and the experiences of students in establishing an 

understanding of expectations to use reflective practice to inform their developing 

professionalism.  My own reflective journey has been a central part of this project and 

has enabled me to identify how my practice can be improved to enhance the 

development of a reflective culture within the Centre for Early Childhood in my 

institution. 

Reflective lenses of self, colleagues, students and literature have been used to create 

an understanding of the existing landscape of reflective practice within this particular 

context.  Focus Group Discussion Forums (FGDF); reflective accounts; peer observation 

and Post-it Note response were all methods used to collect the data.  A grounded 

theory approach to the data analysis was used which was both an inductive and 

deductive process. 

The findings of this research have been both enlightening and confirmatory.  The 

pedagogical cultural differences between most new ECS students’ previous 

educational experiences, and those introduced when they start their programme in 

HE, entails a shift from a predominantly transmission approach to one of 

transformative learning.  This requires an understanding of the tutor team to create an 

environment that is conducive to supporting students through this transition that is 

underpinned by Social Constructivist concepts. 
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The data highlights that strategies already used within the ECS programme are 

complementary to this transition; however, it also highlights that tutors’ assumptions 

about students’ capabilities to demonstrate reflective practice is sometimes 

unreasonable. 

This research journey and the findings from the data of this project have enabled me 

to identify some key considerations when supporting the development of reflective 

dispositions within ECS students and in enabling a ‘Reflective Community of Early 

Childhood Practice’.  These considerations include: 

 Transitional needs of students  

 Becoming professionally self-aware and developing a professional artistry 

 The significance of practical experience and its relationship to theoretical 

perspectives 

 Opportunities for collaboration within a community of practice 

The other significant finding from this inquiry is that of self-discovery and identifying 

that my own reflective limitations require consideration.  My adaptation of 

Brookfield’s (1995) four lens theory, which includes a new ‘fifth dimension’ that uses a 

‘peripheral socio-cultural lens’ to widen and enrich the critical reflective process, has 

been created. 

Post viva voce examination has prompted an additional section to this thesis (Section 

6).  This post script is a critically reflective piece from my perspective as a researcher.  

Applying my own theory of a wider perspective through a Socio Cultural peripheral 

lens (Figure 7) which has allowed me to explicitly communicate the significance of this 

project and demonstrate the relationships between the arguments I make and the 

impact of these within the early childhood sector and within extended fields of 

professional  practice. 
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1. Introduction 

‘A story has no beginning or end; arbitrarily one chooses that moment of 
experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead’ 

(Greene, 1951, p. 7) 

This research story will be telling many ‘moments of experience’ from the past 

and present.  The story will unfold through personal and professional reflections 

from myself, as the researcher; empirical evidence from Early Childhood Studies 

(ECS) undergraduate students, and tutors involved in the ECS programme, based 

at an University in the United Kingdom. 

The story began a long time ago (reflection has enabled me to realise this). 

My formal education started to make sense some time after starting school.  It 

was Mrs Morgan who noticed my struggles with ‘number’ in class and offered to 

give me some private tutoring.  This lady knew, through her observations of me 

that I was not responding to the learning approaches taken within the classroom.  

She must have reflected upon this and other experience to take a different 

approach which suited my personal needs.  At that time The Plowden Report 

(Central Advisory Council for Education (England), 1967) was advocating child 

centred learning which may have made an impact upon my teacher, but it clearly 

had not impacted upon the philosophy of the school as a whole. 

Mrs Morgan made me squash and biscuits and played with bricks and toy 

animals alongside me.  She made my learning of number concrete and 

meaningful by relating it to and building upon my existing experiences.  It is only 

now I realise that my reflective journey had begun.  When faced with the more 

abstract learning in the classroom I was able to reflect upon my concrete 

experiences I had in my teacher’s home and use them to affect my 

understanding.  This experiential learning experience had a profound impact 

upon my disposition to learning, and my philosophy as a teacher. 

(KH reflective research diary entry July 2010) 

The predominant driver for this research is my fundamental belief in the value of 

reflective practice to improve my own professional ability and to improve the 

experiences of those I educate.  An additional driver is the professional expectation for 

the Early Childhood workforce to be reflective practitioners, as outlined in the current 

policy documents relevant to the Early Childhood workforce.  For example the Early 
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Childhood Studies benchmark statements (Quality Assurance Agency, 2007, p. 14) 

state that a generic skill for all students should be to: 

‘…listen carefully to others and reflect critically upon one’s own and others' 
skills and views’ 

The Early Years Foundation Stage – Practice Guidance (Department for Children, 

Schools and Families, 2008, p. 9) also states that a continuously improving setting will 

have well qualified and experienced staff who: 

‘…understand and engage in informed reflective practice – both individually 
and in groups;...lead and encourage a culture of reflective practice, self-
evaluation and informed discussion to identify the setting’s strengths and 
priorities for development that will improve the quality of provision for all 
children.’ 

However, my experience and informal observations of first year ECS students indicates 

that there is a contradiction between expectations of tutors, and actual understanding 

of students regarding the concept of reflection within an educational context. 

The reflective approach taken throughout this thesis will provide a platform for a first 

person narrative style, within an interpretive methodological framework.  This will also 

provide evidence of my own active involvement and participation in the reflective 

process. 
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1.1 Contextual Grounding 

1.1.1 Contextualising the Researcher’s Voice and Positionality 

Wow! I am learning so much about myself!  I am only now, at nearly 50, 

discovering reasons for what I have always apologised for and viewed as 

inadequacies and lack of intellect.  This is really powerful – not just for me but for 

my professionalism and how I help students and colleagues to become more self-

aware.  For example :- Dewey (1910) has enabled me to see that what I felt was a 

problem – my slowness in processing information and responding to questions, is 

in fact a strength.  His theory about requiring ‘depth’ of thought to be reflective 

helps me to understand that it’s justifiable to find difficulty in responding 

immediately because I need to consider alternatives – I need to understand why I 

respond as I do.  Marshall (1999) is telling me that I am ‘Living Life through 

Inquiry’ – I am never at an end point – I am continually seeking improvement in 

the existing state, I am trying to deliver my rhetoric. 

(KH Reflective diary entry September 2010). 

Marshall (1999) has helped me to articulate here where my ontological base 

originates.  Similar to Marshall (1999, p. 156) I ‘treat little as fixed, finished, clear-cut’.  

I am ‘living life as inquiry’ and as such continually seek to explore possibilities and 

improve my existing knowledge and understanding, not just for me but for others in 

my life.  I want to change practice through reflection and as such I am an action 

researcher.  I am using reflection alongside critical inquiry within a transformative 

approach to my own and other’s learning. 

In order to establish my own voice and positionality, it is important to state the 

contextual elements to gain an understanding of the ‘key players’ in this research 

story.  Throughout this story the different key players will be highlighted as their part 

becomes significant.  However, highlighting two of these now will set the scene and 

enable the reader to make sense of this work. 

My research positionality and personal educational philosophy greatly influences the 

approaches taken here.  My educational values influence my ability to make meaning 

from my experiences and these lie in the social constructivist paradigm (Bruner, 1960; 

Vygotsky, 1978).  Fundamental to this is the belief that meaning, understanding and 

knowledge is constructed through interactions with others and our environments. 
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Reflection upon our interactions with the environment and others enables the learner 

to make sense of experiences and construct understanding of themselves as learners 

and the world.  The development of beliefs, identities and worldviews as a result of life 

and educational experiences are highly influential in forming our identities and how we 

are in the world, both as individuals and as professionals.  Boud et al (1985, p. 21) say 

that: 

‘The characteristics and aspirations of the learner are most important in the 
learning process. The response of the learner to new experience is 
determined significantly by past experiences which have contributed to the 
ways in which the learner perceives the world.’ 

This implies that learning is not just about acquiring knowledge through an additive or 

incremental process, but involves the ability to make personal sense and meaning 

from experience through reflection.  Likewise, reflecting upon our professional 

practice should be equally critical and meaningful and a narrow interpretation of 

reflective practice should be avoided.  For example an interpretation that views 

reflective practice for ‘assessing one’s own conformity to externally imposed norms’ 

(Moss, 2008, p. xvi).  Wood (2011, p. 100) also warns of reflective practice becoming 

another form of ‘human technology’ and used as a means by which to ensure 

‘practitioners are correctly delivering the curriculum and achieving the defined learning 

outcomes’.  It helps to compare this to Appleby (2010, p. 9) who makes the distinction 

between ‘the systematic processes of acquiring knowledge’ through skills, theories and 

experts’ models of reflection; and the creative construction of individual professional 

identities.  Professional identity gained through continual reflective practice requires 

individuals to be critically aware of their learning process, motivations and 

dispositions, and to construct a personal value position.  Appleby (2010, p. 9) argues 

that it is essential to develop an individual identity as a reflective practitioner, and 

draws on a definition by Wenger (1998) of these processes: 

‘...personal and professional qualities and attributes that merge as the 
individual assumes ownership of thinking processes and actions and 
develops a personal sense of responsibility for the ‘outcomes for children’ 
as individuals and as part of a ‘community of practice’ 

Enabling any student to assume ownership of their thinking processes and actions is 

important in the development of personal and professional responsibility.  When that 
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responsibility involves the care, well-being and education of young children it is even 

more important that students develop reflective strategies to make important, 

sometimes life-changing, decisions.  Fowler and Robins (2006, p. 44) state that: 

‘…critical skills of reflection are crucial to all workers in the field of early 
years, as the importance of insight and understanding will shape and form 
not only immediate practice, but potentially the lives of children in [their] 
care and their families’. 

Schön (1983) suggests that professional practice relies upon more than technical 

rationality; it relies upon one’s ability to reflect upon action and continual questioning 

of values underpinning practice.  Leeson (2010, p. 179) compounds this further by 

stating that the integration of both theory and practice will enable students: 

‘…to understand one’s actions and the impact of those actions and thereby 
develop enhanced knowledge and skills that can be taken into subsequent 
situations’. 

The relationship between social constructivist theories and reflective practice is 

discussed by Kinsella (2006) who believes that deepening understanding of a social 

constructivist approach to learning also strengthens our understanding of the purpose 

and benefits of reflective practice – the two concepts are interdependent.  This is 

discussed further in section 2.7 as it is significant within this particular context. 

I value other people’s perspectives from their lived experiences and realise that these 

perspectives are influenced by individuals’ social, cultural and contextual contexts.  In 

this study I take the position that data from these naturalistic insights in one 

educational context may provide transferable learning experiences from which others 

can benefit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As such, the study adopts an interpretative 

methodology. 

Some positivist researchers view interpretative research as an inferior process to 

scientific research with quantitative approaches, seeing it as value laden and fictional 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  This research story is not fictional; it is based upon real life 

experiences.  It is essential to establish from the outset of this work that as the 

researcher, I am central to the research.  My own reflective disposition is a motivating 

factor as I view reflective practice as essential to improving my own practice.  

Reflective practice is challenging and takes time.  However, if value is to be recognised 
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in questioning the roots of the practice; questioning own practice and questioning the 

practices within our workplace, it is time well spent (Bolton, 2010). 

My motivation for this project is ultimately that young children receive the best care 

and education from the Early Childhood workforce to enable them to optimise their 

potential for a happy and fulfilled life.  This is not solely the responsibility of the Early 

Childhood workforce of course, it is the responsibility of families and society as a 

whole.  However, if we can develop practice to understand the needs of young 

children and initiate positive dispositions to learn we will also have fulfilled the need to 

practise our best.  I cannot provide evidence of achieving this ultimate goal within this 

study, my immediate aim is to focus on the ECS students whose practice will impact 

upon the experiences of children and their families. 

1.1.2 Contextualising the Research  

It concerns me that the level 4 students don’t seem to have an understanding of 

what ‘reflect’ means.  Surely they must have used reflection to inform their 

learning before now?  Are we asking too much of them? 

(KH reflective thought January 2008) 

During the academic year 2008-9 I conducted a small scale co-operative inquiry project 

following my own and colleagues' observations of first year ECS undergraduate 

students.  This project was initiated through my own reflective practice and has acted 

as a catalyst for the continuation of a practitioner action research cycle.  The quotation 

above is used to highlight my own reflective thinking about assumptions I was making, 

and the observation that initiated this inquiry. 

 An overview of this Preparatory Pilot Project (PPP) will provide an essential 

contextualisation for this thesis.  The final project report (Hanson, 2009), and the 

publication (Hanson, 2011) will be referred to throughout this section.  This serves as 

an explanation of the preparatory work undertaken to establish an evidence-based 

starting point for this thesis and as such, is an important part of my story. 

 Although this particular project (Hanson, 2009) was not initially approached through 

an Action Research paradigm, it has since become clear that it sits comfortably within 

this research approach, especially given the reflective nature of the approach and the 
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ongoing issues arising from this inquiry.  I have adapted Kolb’s (1984) model for 

experiential learning cycle to demonstrate my reflective practice through action 

research (See Figure 1 below). 

 

Figure 1: Adapted from model of Experiential Learning (Kolb 1984) 

The overall aim of the project which this thesis recounts, including the preparatory 

pilot project (PPP), is to support the ECS students to develop reflective dispositions.  

The initial objective of the PPP was to gain understanding of level 4 (first year) 

undergraduate ECS students’ perceptions of the concept of reflection and reflective 

practice.  Tutors had recognised from previous cohorts that written reflective accounts 

were predominantly based upon recollections of experiences.  These formed the basis 

of descriptive accounts demonstrating an ability to recall events,  but not use the 

experience to question and make sense of what had happened.  This displayed what 

Knight (1996) and Brookfield (1995) describe as a superficial and tokenistic approach 

to reflective practice and was devoid of any critical edge.  Loughran (2002, p. 35) 
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concurs with this by stating, ‘Experience alone does not lead to learning; reflecting on 

experience is essential’. 

The methodology used for the PPP was informed by the aims and nature of the 

research.  A ‘cooperative inquiry’ enabled me to gain a practical understanding of the 

focus issues which were used alongside theoretical perspective (Heron & Reason, 

2000, p. 144).  Making sense of the ‘meanings others have about the world’ (Cresswell, 

2003, p. 9) was essential in developing an understanding of ECS students and tutors’ 

views on the concept of reflective practice. 

Data was collected using the ‘Focus Group Discussion’ method.  Freire (1973) used 

study circles or focus groups to engage people in dialogue and believed that dialogue 

‘is essential to human liberation and transformation’ (cited in Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 

2005, p. 890).  This method was very successful as it reflected the existing ‘learning 

group’ pedagogical approach taken within the students’ programme of study within 

their degree course.  A group of seven students (volunteers from a cohort of 65) were 

involved in three focus group discussions between October 2008 and May 2009.  The 

first discussion was based upon defining what they believed ‘reflection’ meant.  The 

second discussion was based upon the students’ thoughts of Brookfield’s (1995) ‘Four 

Lenses’ theory of critical reflection.  The final discussion was based upon how far they 

felt they had developed their reflective dispositions and understanding of reflection 

within the research period.  In addition, some of my ECS tutor colleagues were 

involved in two focus group discussions.  Discussions were based upon reviewing 

samples of participants reflective writing to reveal tutors thoughts and perceptions of 

the concept of reflection and to look for any evidence that the introduction of a 

‘framework’ for reflection, such as The Four Lenses Theory (Brookfield, 1995), had 

been used and applied. 
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1.1.3 Key Findings and Reflections of the Preparatory Pilot Project 

(extracted from the project final report – (Hanson, 2009)) 

 Assumptions made about students’ understanding of vocabulary 

Data from the first student Focus Group identified that there was a great deal of 

confusion about what ‘reflection’ meant in the context of ECS and learning within 

Higher Education (HE) and most students referred to their literal understanding of the 

word, for example, a mirror image.  As tutors we can make assumptions about 

students’ understanding of terminology that is used on a daily basis which is context 

dependent.  There has been reliance upon implicit structures within the ECS 

programme to encourage reflective development but perhaps without complex or 

deep understanding on our part of what reflection means to us as a group of tutors, 

and to the students.  The introduction of more explicit strategies is intended to ensure 

that students do not miss the implicit reference to reflection. 

 Assumption that all tutors have a common understanding of the concept of 

Reflection 

Tutor Focus Group discussions revealed the necessity to create opportunities to 

develop a team understanding of the concept of reflection for this context.  For 

instance, there was a difference in opinion about reflective thinking being a higher 

order skill than evaluation.  This then opened a debate about the relationship between 

reflection and evaluation.  This kind of issue prompted a whole team discussion to 

establish how tutors are defining reflection and how this impacts on the student 

experience. 

 The need to recognise the cultural differences between students’ previous 

learning experiences and approaches taken in ECS at HE 

The type of intuitive and instinctive thinking we use when in situations requiring us to 

act quickly is described by Schön (1983) as ‘tacit knowing’.  Whilst this may be a good 

starting point for ECS students it has to be remembered that Schön (1983) also argued 

that tacit knowledge only becomes explicit through dialogue, reflection and critical 

engagement with beliefs and practices.  Learning from experiences and understanding 
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the relationship between theoretical perspectives and practice (praxis) requires the 

ability to reflect upon information to make sense of the situation.  Argyris and Schön 

(1974) recognise the complications for practitioners when ‘espoused’ theory and 

values differ from those embedded in practice.  Therefore it is essential to provide 

students with tools to support them developing their own evidence based theories and 

confident identities as Early Childhood professionals.  

Therefore, the challenge for tutors is to find ways to promote a student centred 

engagement in the learning process and acknowledge the variation in previous 

experiences that determine and shape future perceptions.  Developing inquiring minds 

and critical thinking, rather than readily accepting material as ‘the truth’ requires a 

transition process.  One of the implications for the pedagogical change between a 

transmission approach (students revealed a ‘spoon-fed’ learning culture in previous 

institutions) to a social constructivist approach, can cause disequilibrium.  Changing 

from an existing understanding of how to be assessed as a successful learner, to a 

system that requires a different set of qualities and skills, can bring with it doubts 

about self-efficacy and prompt disengagement with the programme of study. 

Therefore, how the transition period and students’ subsequent development is 

managed is crucial in retaining student engagement. 

 The need to develop students’ self-awareness and self-identity  

Being able to view ourselves and critically review our action and thoughts brings (or 

possibly threatens) changes to our identity.  This requires an initial security with our 

self-identity to have the confidence to continually recreate new identities in light of 

our experiences and reflections.  Ghaye and Ghaye (1998, p. 6) view the process of 

reflection as ‘sense making…linked with how we see ourselves’. 

This raises more questions; in what ways and to what extent are students self-aware?  

What kind of learner identities do they have?  In addition, effective reflection is 

continuous and consistent but is reliant upon professional knowledge.  It is difficult to 

develop or change a professional identity when there is limited professional 

experience.  Therefore, it needs to be acknowledged that when students are initially 
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introduced to the concept of reflective practice it is their personal / autobiographical 

‘lenses’ (Brookfield, 1995) that predominantly influence their reflections. 

 The need to appreciate the process of becoming more efficient at reflecting  

It is difficult to assess a student’s ability to use reflection if reflection and reflective 

practice is not defined and understood by those required to use and review it.  There 

are many definitions of reflection.  It is also difficult to assess students’ reflective 

action, as Ixer (1999, p. 520) explains: 

‘The physical outcome of an internal thought would be one level, while the 
rehearsing in one’s mind of a possible solution to a problem, filtered 
through one’s previous individual and social experience so as to make sense 
of it, lies on another level.’ 

 Considering the needs of the student 

Park (2003, p. 183) states that: 

‘Students who actively engaged with what they are studying tend to 
understand more, learn more, remember more, enjoy it more and be more 
able to appreciate the relevance of what they have learned, than students 
who passively receive what we teach them.’ 

Transforming students from a position as a passive recipient of knowledge to being 

actively engaged in the learning process requires much consideration of our 

pedagogical approaches, module content and ethos of the programme.  Of course this 

is not a recent discovery: many before have recognised the advantages of ‘experiential 

learning’ (Dewey, 1933; Kolb, 1984).  The pedagogical method of questioning to 

encourage reflective thought is part of the pedagogy continually used with our 

students.  This encourages students to explore their own thoughts and give a personal 

response to questions.  This method also requires nurturing as students are initially 

rather nervous about revealing personal opinions in fear of getting the response 

wrong.  It also requires tutors to respect and accept students’ responses and support 

them to develop a personalised understanding of their experiences. 

Modelling this process of reflective questioning and thinking is important in creating a 

culture of reflection (Barnett & O'Mahony, 2006).  Students’ voices are valued and 

their participation in course development encourages them to reflect upon their 
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experiences and become an important part of ‘mutual discovery’ alongside tutors.  This 

demonstrates that the reflective process permeates the whole course experience and 

is not restricted to the content of the field of study.  A reflective disposition guides all 

of life’s experiences and is not a tool to be used on certain occasions, but forms part of 

one’s character. 

Sharing experiences and gathering different perspectives on reflection and reflective 

practice can provide at least different options and possibly a better informed decision 

for action.  This supports Sandars’ (2005, p. 195) claims that reflection is an ‘essential 

part of learning from work based situations’.  The analysis of experience can enable 

students to develop new understandings for the improvement of future practice. 

According to Boud and Walker (1998, p. 191) many educators are failing students in 

the development of reflection and reflective practice because of the ‘instrumental or 

rule-following’ approaches taken to reflective activities.  I agree with their argument 

for reflection to be ‘flexibly deployed’ and also wish to avoid a prescriptive use of a 

mechanistic approach to reflective practice.  However, the dilemma here is enabling 

students to gain an understanding of the abstract concept of reflection without giving 

a rigid framework and being able to critique any attempts at imposing rigid 

frameworks on professional knowledge and the ways in which it is used.  Russell (2005, 

p. 199) contradicts Boud and Walker (1998) by emphasising a need for explicit 

strategies for helping students reflect upon their practice and concludes that ‘reflective 

practice can and should be taught’. 

1.2 The Research Questions Identified 

My own reflective disposition has been strengthened as a result of listening to my 

students and colleagues.  This PPP has provided me with significant learning 

experiences which will support the continuation of this inquiry and has provided me 

with more questions to explore. 

Emerging key issues and themes from the focus group discussions have enabled me to 

not only take some immediate action to address misconceptions and assumptions but 

to develop a plan for further inquiry to investigate some of the ‘identified concerns’ 
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and remembering that the overall aim of this research is to find out how best I can 

support the development of ECS students’ reflective dispositions. 

My intentions are to involve a larger sample group of first year ECS students starting 

their undergraduate studies in September 2009.  Every student will participate in a 

planned programme of Focus Learning Group discussions and only the students who 

consent to having data used from these groups will be participants in the research. 

Involving a larger sample group, will facilitate a more credible set of data from which 

conclusions can be drawn.  The main objective of this inquiry is to develop my own 

understanding of this specific context to enable me to adapt my current practice and 

create a learning environment that is conducive to developing reflective thinking and 

dispositions within ECS students.  Therefore the ‘I’ in the following question is 

extremely significant: 

How can I support Early Childhood Studies (ECS) Undergraduate 

students to develop reflective dispositions? 

I have already started to explore this question through the PPP; however, the following 

questions require further exploration and will be explored through literature and 

empirical evidence. 

 Why do ECS students require reflective dispositions? 

 What environment/contexts are conducive to developing ECS students’ 

reflective dispositions? 

 What makes some students more reflective than others? 

Previous research and existing theoretical knowledge will support my rationalisation of 

this research.  The next section will examine appropriate literature to explore the 

following issues arising from this inquiry and create a theoretical framework. 

 Defining Reflective Practice 

o What does this mean within the context of Education? 

o What does this mean within the context of ECS and the EC workforce? 

 Key Characteristics of Reflection 

o What Qualities and Skills are required? 

 Implications  
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o How do the professional tensions in EC culture and context impact upon 

developing a reflective disposition? 

o What are the personal and professional challenges for me as the 

researcher? 

I have a responsibility to ensure quality assurance is provided for the students studying 

the ECS undergraduate degree which in turn enables young children and families to 

benefit from a more efficient and effective workforce.  My own development as a 

reflective practitioner plays a large part in this inquiry.  Some of my personal 

reflections informing the research will be identified throughout this thesis. 
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2. Discussion of Literature 

2.1 Theoretical Framework: Rationalising with Literature  

The articulation of the theoretical landscape that acts as a backdrop to this research 

will be challenging to express.  The interplay between the theories that are relevant to 

this study has only become apparent to me as I have researched further into the key 

concepts that underpin it.  The subsequent parts of this chapter are designed to 

demonstrate how the different elements of this theoretical composition play a part in 

the significant contextual factors.  However, for this part I will draw my landscape and 

hope that the picture brings some harmony and synthesis through what might appear 

an abstract artefact combining classical and contemporary textures.  The ideas and 

research of many people have influenced my thinking and actions.  My thinking has 

been informed by a varied range of literature as identified throughout this thesis.  

However, there are some authors who provide the overall backdrop to the work and 

underpin the main themes running throughout it.  The main thread holding them all 

together is that of social constructivist theories and transformative education. 

A range of authors have inspired me and have played an important part in supporting 

my thoughts and experiences.  For instance, John Dewey’s (1910; 1933) ideas about 

learning from and through experience (experiential learning) link closely with the social 

constructivist theories of Lev Vygotsky (1978); we are not passive recipients of 

knowledge but active agents in the construction of knowledge.  Vygotsky (1978) 

discusses his ideas about learning being an active social process where knowledge 

develops through understanding our environments and interaction with others.  

Likewise Mezirow (1998) encourages using our life experiences to transform our 

understanding.  Critically reflecting upon individuals’ values, beliefs, principles and 

assumptions can enable a change in their frames of reference bringing about what 

both Mezirow (1998) and Freire (1973; 1970) view as an emancipatory affect.  Enabling 

learners to develop through becoming critically conscious; challenging and undoing 

discriminatory beliefs and learning to become who and what they aspire to be which 

links with the theories of Schön (1987; 1995a).  Schön’s (1987; 1995a) work takes the 

ideas of Dewey and bases the concept of learning through reflection within a 

professional context.  Building on these concepts, Brookfield (1995) particularly 
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supported my reflective development by introducing me to a strategy to enable a 

more critical reflective process.  His four critical lenses theory that suggests we can 

make a more informed evaluation of our experiences by viewing them through 

different perspectives helps to synthesise all of the previously mentioned ideas.  The 

four lenses are the autobiographical lens, the theoretical/literature lens, 

colleagues/peers lens and students/pupils lens.  Using our autobiographical lens will 

enable us to become more self-aware and question our own assumptions, and the 

theoretical, colleagues’ and students’ lenses will enable us to learn through and from 

others, socially constructing meaning.  ‘The Theory Tree’ diagram (Figure 2) displays 

the links and relationships between these key influences in the overall theoretical 

backdrop for this study.  These theoretical concepts are not exclusive to any one part 

of this thesis and will be referred to explicitly where appropriate throughout. 
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Figure 2: Theory Tree 
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2.2 Is this just a Memory or is it Reflection? 

Concepts can be defined differently according to the contexts in which they are used.  

When the word ‘reflection’ is used within an educational context it takes on a different 

meaning to when it is used elsewhere.  I was recalling a childhood experience the 

other day, I discussed it with my mom and we both reminisced about the episode 

trying to make sense of why the event happened and how it has made a difference to 

my life since.  I then wrote about the same experience in my diary and found myself 

relating it to a particular piece of legislation that had just been implemented in 

education at that time.  The experience happened forty two years ago, the legislation 

was The Plowden Report (Central Advisory Council for Education (England), 1967).  I 

can now make better sense of that experience because I have values, beliefs and more 

knowledge and understanding about the principles and issues surrounding the 

experience.  I was able to evaluate the experience by reflecting upon it using different 

perspectives; my personal perspective; my mother’s perspective and from the 

perspective of the societal, political and cultural drivers of that time. 

Being reflective is now part of my disposition; it is not exclusive to my professional 

practice but intrinsic to every aspect of my life.  This impacts upon my role as a tutor to 

both undergraduate and post graduate ECS students.  I am driven by a continual need 

to improve my professional practice and the quality of the experiences of the students 

I work with. 

If students are being asked to use reflection upon experience to widen their 

knowledge base and develop their professionalism, there has to be some existing 

knowledge to analyse and evaluate with.  Otherwise it could be argued that reflections 

are simply memories.  It is my intention to investigate the concept of the development 

of reflective dispositions further using my own reflective journey and that of the 

students studying on an Early Childhood Studies undergraduate degree course in an 

English University.  My own reflective skills and processes and the development of the 

reflective skills and processes of these students will be used. 

Questioning our experiences and searching for meaning and understanding requires an 

inquisitive mind, one that is open to alternative views and differing perspectives; the 

kind of mind that is determined to expand upon existing knowledge and one that is 
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able to take responsibility for one’s own actions (Dewey, 1933).  Is it a natural human 

disposition to learn from experiences?  Learning from mistakes and reflecting upon 

concerns should help to avoid recurring mistakes and mishaps (Schön, 1987).  This 

reflective process should also help to revisit pleasurable experiences with some sense 

of confidence.  Ghaye (2005, p. 177) discusses the fact that many of us have a 

‘predisposition to more readily reflect on past problems and failures’.  However it is not 

only the problems that serve to be catalysts for change, because people can also learn 

from their successes. 

How do, or indeed can people acquire a reflective disposition and why is it a difficult 

concept to develop in university courses that include a component of professional 

practice?  And why is reflection a difficult skill to acquire and use?  Dewey (1933, p. 11) 

stated: 

‘Reflection … implies that something is believed in (or disbelieved in), not on 
its own direct account, but through something else which stand as witness, 
evidence, proof, voucher, warrant; that is, as ground of belief.’ 

This suggests that firstly to reflect we need a belief, which is usually shaped from our 

existing knowledge base.  Secondly we need to take a critical stance, and question the 

validity of that belief using evidence to uphold or challenge it.  This process involves a 

critical thinking approach and an ability to question our own values and assumptions 

(Argyris & Schön, 1996).  It would be wrong to assume that this is inherent within 

students, particularly if we consider the nature of secondary education. 

Hase and Kenyon (2001, p. 2) discuss the ‘rehearse and repeat’ culture of Secondary 

schooling in England; knowledge is acquired from receiving facts and information from 

a more knowledgeable other.  This societal and cultural conditioning of a transmission 

approach to learning could well be one of the reasons that students struggle with the 

concept of reflective thinking.  Dewey (1910, p. 32) discusses the need for intellectual 

curiosity to develop reflective thinking.  Responding to nineteenth century educational 

conditions he reminds us of the innate curiosity within children and how this is often 

lost in later years either through: 

‘…indifference or carelessness; others in a frivolous flippancy; many escape 
these evils only to become encased in a hard dogmatism which is equally 
fatal to the spirit of wonder.’ 
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I suspect that the hard dogmatism he refers to at that time could be comparable to the 

prescriptive transmission learning and teaching approach often used in today’s 

secondary educational system.  I believe that some of the experiences children and 

young adults have through their statutory education are dogmatic and stifle their 

creativity and curiosity.  This is confirmed by Alexander (2011, p. 2) within his update 

of the ‘Cambridge Primary Review’ where he states that one of the weaknesses of the 

current Primary Education system is: 

‘Curriculum debate, and thus curriculum practice, is weakened by a 
muddled and reductive discourse about subjects, knowledge and skills.  
Discussion of the place of subjects is needlessly polarised; knowledge is 
grossly parodied as grubbing for obsolete facts; and the undeniably 
important notion of skill is inflated to cover aspects of learning for which it 
is not appropriate.  There is an urgent need for key curriculum terms to be 
clarified and for the level of curriculum discussion and conceptualisation to 
be raised.’ 

As a tutor of young adults who may have encountered this stifling, I am responsible for 

rekindling ‘the spark of wonder and to fan the flame that already glows’ (Dewey, 1910, 

p. 34).  The transition from a transmission based learning and teaching method, to one 

that relies upon individuals developing a personal perspective on relevant issues, can 

cause disequilibrium. 

Rogers (2001, p. 50) proposes that one of the challenges faced by Higher Education 

tutors is the changing culture of the student entering Higher Education.  He discusses 

the fact that many students are now ‘socialized by a customer service world, expecting 

customer service treatment.’  This is a significant factor in the requirement for students 

to have an enquiring mind which is prepared for challenging the ‘uncomfortable or 

perplexing’.  Could it be that consumerism is preparing students for a quick fix and 

instant solutions?  There is a need to nurture the characteristics and attitudes required 

to reflect, particularly for those students on professional development programmes.  

Assumptions about a natural willingness and ability of students to engage with 

reflective processes have been misplaced and now need addressing. 

2.3 Reflection in the Context of Education: A Theoretical Discussion 

Many theorists have written about the concept of reflection and there are as many 

definitions.  These definitions vary according to the author’s specific contextual 
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emphasis.  Regardless of a difference in elements of individual definitions Dewey 

(1933), Boud et al (1985), Schön (1987) Mezirow (1998)and Loughran (1996) appear to 

agree that reflection requires active involvement of critical, purposeful consideration 

(Roberts, 2009).  Roberts (2009) states that ‘Reflection is the link between ‘the 

experience’ and ‘learning from the experience.’ 

The concept of reflective thinking is attributed to Dewey (1933); however the link 

between reflection and professional thinking was developed by Schön (1983).  Dewey 

(1910, p. 1) distinguishes reflective thought from three other senses of the concept of 

‘thought’.  He states that: 

‘…the ground or basis for a belief is deliberately sought and its adequacy to 
support the belief examined.  This process is called reflective thought;…’ 

Dewey (1910, p. 4) discusses that some thinking is ‘picked up’ and accepted as the 

truth without questions or investigation.  These types of thinking he suggests are: 

‘prejudices…prejudgements, not judgments proper that rest upon a survey 
of evidence’. 

He defines reflective thought as: 

‘Active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or supposed form 
of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further 
conclusions to which it tends…’ 

(Dewey, 1910, p. 6) 

Schön (1987) speaks of reflective practitioners as artists, and reflection being artistry.  I 

can understand the analogy if it relates to a ‘completed picture’ or a ‘reflective 

decision’ being created with the use of different elements and perspectives, and drawn 

together to make a balanced composition.  Schön makes a distinction between 

reflecting during practice (Reflection in Action) and reflecting post practice (Reflection 

on Action).  He discusses the idea of professionals having a ‘tacit’, ‘implicit’ knowing, 

that enables us to act upon instinct in unfamiliar situations.  He names this ‘knowing in 

action’.  This spontaneous response when working happens if the situation we use it in 

is ‘within the boundaries of what we have learned to treat as normal’ (Schön, 1987, p. 

28).  This raises the question of whether spontaneous actions are based upon 

knowledge previously gained through either active or passive experiences that create 

our ‘normal’ or ‘baseline’ position.  Schön (1987) also explains how reacting to 
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unplanned occurrences within our existing knowledge based actions requires us to 

adjust our thinking and adapt our actions to suit the new situation; this is what he 

labels ‘Reflection in Action’.  There is a similarity here with Piaget’s cognitive 

development theory of adaptation, assimilation and accommodation where, faced 

with a new situation, the mind readjusts existing understanding to accommodate a 

variable and make sense of the additional material (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969). 

Reflection in Action is an immediate need to make a situation better; this may be a 

subtle variation of an action or the change could be initiated by a ‘surprise’ element 

due to the ‘changes in the context having crossed the boundaries of the familiar’ 

(Schön, 1987, p. 29).  Students first need to develop a ‘familiar’ to reflect upon and 

adapt.  Schön identifies the distinction between this instinctive reflective practice and 

that of reflecting upon practice post action (Reflection on Action).  This process 

requires quite a different skill and is more difficult especially when we are asked to 

rationalise and evaluate our actions and experiences. 

Early Childhood professionals are socially and institutionally ‘patterned’ (Schön, 1987, 

p. 32).  This patterning occurs from a combination of elements – personal identities, 

values and beliefs; cultural, societal and institutional influences.  These elements 

develop a set of values that underpin what is determined as ‘good’ practice.  Schön 

(1987, p. xiii) believes that education for reflective practice is necessary and poses the 

question: ‘how are practitioners to learn wisdom except by reflection on practice 

dilemmas that call for it?’ 

Dewey’s (1933) exposition of reflective thinking requires the existence of a problem.  

He argued that real problems could not be solved with logic alone.  To resolve 

problems a reflective thinking process is required.  He conjectures that in situations 

where there is no controversy surrounding a concern or issue, and the current 

understanding of that issue is absolute, or preconceived assumptions exist, reflective 

thinking is not required.  This creates yet another dilemma, as I believe that reflective 

thinking can be just as effective when starting from a positive experience.  In response 

to this, Ghaye et al (2008, p. 361) introduce a new approach of ‘Participatory and 

Appreciative Action and Reflection’ (PAAR).  This approach to reflecting starts from a 

‘positive present’ rather than a ‘deficit-based discourse’.  The ‘customary’ starting point 
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to reflection is a problem, PAAR does not ignore the problems, but identifies strengths 

in our practice and experiences and helps us to evaluate the successes to aid in the 

solving of the less successful aspects. 

Ghaye (2010) poses the question ‘In what ways can reflective practices enhance human 

flourishing?’ and challenges us to investigate how reflective practice can enhance the 

purpose of working life for both the individual and collectively.  His thoughts remind 

me of the writing of Hunt (1998; 2009) who relates reflective practice to spirituality.  If, 

for this purpose, we define spirituality as the ability to find purpose and meaning in 

one’s life, to connect to the world around us and be aware of the impact we can have 

on others through thoughtful action to improve the quality of life for ourselves and 

others, then what Ghaye is suggesting is similar.  I also believe that reflective practice 

can improve the human condition.  If time is taken to review our actions from a variety 

of perspectives and listen to the views of others, we should develop qualities essential 

for reflection.  Identifying and nurturing these qualities will help in the development of 

lifelong reflective practitioners.  Ghaye (2010, p. 6) suggests that reflective practices 

could make us: 

‘…more outward facing, more community focused, more able to add value, 
make a real and tangible difference, be more socially responsible and able 
to work with more ethical courage.’ 

Ghaye (2010) reminds us of his previous work (Ghaye, et al., 2008) where the concept 

of ‘participatory and appreciative action and reflection’ is introduced.  Traditionally the 

reflective cycle starts with a problem; however, an appreciative enquiry starts with a 

positive experience.  Several authors have written about the triggers for reflection.  

Most, including Loughran (1996) and Dewey (1933) suggest that the catalyst for 

reflection is a problem, mental difficulty or situations of complexity.  However, 

similarly to Ghaye et al (2008), Boud et al (1985) recognise the possibilities of exploring 

positive emotions that have been triggered by experiences.  It makes me realise that 

by starting with enabling students to work with what they already know and have 

experience of instead of asking them to identify what they do not know, would create 

a much more positive basis from which to begin.  This can be related to Dewey’s (1910) 

theory of using our natural resource of ‘suggestion’ to support the development of 

reflective thinking.  He believed that three natural resources are required, suggestion, 
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depth and curiosity.  The ‘suggestion’ element is referred to here as it relates to the 

idea of the dependence upon relevance to existing understanding, and its importance 

to individuals before a development in that understanding can take place. 

It is not my intention within this thesis to discuss the underpinning theories from the 

psychology, sociology and philosophy of Early Childhood however, it becomes 

increasingly more apparent that the theories related to the features of adult learning 

through reflective thinking link to the theories of some of the pioneers of Early 

Childhood studies.  For instance it was Friedrich Frobel (1782-1852) who advocated 

‘starting from what the child already knows’ and not starting from a deficit model of 

what they do not yet know.  This precept is relevant to all learners regardless of the 

phase of education or age. 

Regardless of the type of experiences, negative or positive, if the mind and emotions 

are not willing to engage in the process of reflection then learning through experience 

is unlikely to be consolidated or internalised effectively.  Contextual factors also play a 

significant role in one’s ability to reflect effectively.  This has been discussed 

previously, however, it is worth remembering that: 

‘…reflection may be influenced by the developmental situation itself, by 
factors within the individual, and by factors present within the larger 
environment.’ 

(Rogers, 2001, p. 43) 

It is important to pay attention to the wider environment and socio-political context 

for ECS students as these impact upon the rationale for the workforce.  The next 

section will explore this further in relation to current policy contexts. 

2.4 Reflection in the Context of the Early Childhood Workforce: A 
Changing Landscape for the Early Childhood Professional 

The purpose of this section is to highlight how the future Early Years Workforce has to 

develop knowledge, skills and understanding in response to the changing policy 

landscape within the field, and identify where Reflective Practice sits within this 

landscape. 
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The move towards a graduate led, professionally qualified workforce is driven by the 

raft of Government initiatives that have been introduced over the past decade (Reed, 

2010).  Some of these initiatives are driven by the incidents of failure to provide 

adequate support and care for some children and families who have unfortunately met 

with tragic ends (Laming Report, 2003).  Others are driven by the socio-political issues 

that encourage parents (mostly mothers), and those who are identified as 

‘unemployed employable’ to return to work and contribute to the economy.  However, 

regardless of the economic drivers, the overall aim of providing quality welfare and 

education for children and families is reliant upon a skilled workforce with the ability 

and motivation to reflect upon their experiences to act as agents of change. 

Over recent years there has been increased public recognition that a qualified Early 

Childhood workforce is not only important but necessary to providing a quality 

provision for young children and their families (Sylva, et al., 2003).  Schön (1987, p. 7) 

highlights that ‘areas of professional practice now lie beyond the conventional 

boundaries of professional competence’ 

I also believe this to be true.  Recent government-funded research has provided 

evidence that an appropriately qualified workforce makes a positive difference.  The 

results of the government funded project to review the effective provision of pre-

school education (EPPE) completed by Sylva et al (2003), highlighted that the quality of 

the experiences and outcomes for children were directly influenced by the educational 

values and qualifications of the practitioners working with them.  This and other 

research influenced the government’s endorsement of new ‘professional’ 

qualifications for the workforce.  It was the New Labour government’s aim that by 

2015 there will be a graduate leading practice in every private, voluntary and 

independent day care setting (Department for Education and Skills, 2007, p. 33) 

delivering the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) (Department for Children, Schools 

and Families, 2008).  The document Children’s Workforce Strategy: Building a world-

class workforce for children, young people and families (Department for Education and 

Skills, 2006) set out the New Labour government’s proposal to professionalise the 

early years workforce and to raise the status of those working with young children 

(Blandford & Knowles, 2009).  The Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) 

and the Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) developed a set of 
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standards – Early Years Professional Standards (Children's Workforce Development 

Council, 2006) to enable graduates to achieve Early Years Professional Status (EYPS).  

The EYPS standards (Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010a, p. 7) identify 

that the two essential attributes of an Early Years Professional are firstly being a 

reflective practitioner and secondly being able to lead and support colleagues.  CWDC 

define the EYPs reflective attributes as being able to: 

‘…have a clear grasp of the reasons why they are acting in particular ways.  
They recognise their role in improving the children’s experiences and life-
chances and in maximising their opportunities.  They make decisions based 
on the depth of their knowledge of the EYFS and relevant theories and 
research.  They are alive to changing circumstances and respond flexibly 
with children’s interests at heart.  They review, analyse and evaluate their 
own and others’ practice and thus judge whether they are making a 
difference to the wellbeing, learning and development of children in their 
own and colleagues’ care.’ 

(Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010a, p. 7) 

This significant move to improve the quality of provision and raise the status of the 

Early Years workforce is indicative of the shift in societal and cultural beliefs.  As a 

result of years of research and campaigning, societal attitudes are now influencing 

policy.  It was the Rumbold Report (Department for Education and Skills, 1990) that 

first identified the need for skilled graduates to lead practice, this was supported by 

the EPPE project research (Sylva, et al., 2003) and then formalised by the government 

in 2004 with the introduction of the ‘Choice for parents, the best start for children: 10 

year strategy for childcare’ (Her Majesty's Treasury, 2004), followed by the ‘Raising 

Standards – Improving Outcomes: Statutory Guidance, Early Years Outcomes Duty, 

Child Care Act 2006’ (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2006).  This is 

regarded as a pioneering piece of legislation as it is the first that exclusively focuses 

upon the Early Years and childcare. 

The policy drivers that have been designed to improve quality have not been without 

problems, not least because quality is difficult to measure in this context.  Moss (1994, 

p. 1) argues that rather than being an objective reality, quality in this context will be 

subjective and relative according to ‘values, beliefs, needs and agendas, influence and 

empowerment of various “stakeholder” groups’.  Parents and carers as stakeholders 

may view quality in a different way than the early years workforce. Invariably if the 
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government is endorsing an outcomes based curriculum, for example achieving Early 

Learning Goals in the EYFS (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008), 

parents may view quality as success in achieving these outcomes (goals).  Taking the 

perspective of the Early Years Professional they will view quality as providing for each 

child’s individual needs and supporting them to achieve to their full potential which 

may not, in each case, result in achievement of the Early Learning Goals.  There is a 

tension here between the curriculum policy drivers (for example the EYFS 2008) being 

outcome-led and the professional knowledge base that underpins Early Childhood 

which is child-led. 

The introduction of the EYPS has been long awaited by many people who have always 

regarded working with young children and families as a complex and key role in 

providing a strong foundation for children’s current and future learning and 

development.  An EYP is responsible for leading practice in relation to delivering the 

Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008).  

Regardless of having to provide evidence to meet 39 standards to achieve EYPS, it is 

essential that each candidate reflects upon their practice, evaluates and innovates to 

act as an agent of change for continual improvement in the quality of provision 

(McDowall Clark & Baylis, 2010).  The EYP Status is comparable to that of Qualified 

Teacher Status (QTS), it is a post graduate programme, therefore the next step for the 

students graduating from the Bachelors Award that is the focus of this project. 

The undergraduate programme of study for the BA (Hons) Early Childhood 

(Practitioner Options) introduces students to the knowledge, skills and qualities 

required of a capable, confident and effective practitioner.  Richards (2010, p. 77) lists 

some of these: 

‘Knowledgeable, able to solve problems, inquisitive, intuitive, responsive, 
compassionate, observant, able to assimilate, record and report 
information quickly and competently, able to forge positive relationships 
with parents and other professionals, critical , analytical, persistent, 
assertive, respectful, thoughtful, empathic, insightful, motivated, articulate, 
confident, competent, active listener, understands what being an advocate 
means, prioritises issues and is reflective.’ 

The Common Core of Skills and Knowledge for the Children’s Workforce (Department 

for Education and Skills, 2005) sets out the key skills and attributes those working with 
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young children and families should demonstrate (Reed, 2008).  There has been a 

recent review of these standards by the Children’s Workforce Development Council 

(Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010b).  Their consultation asked for the 

views of all stakeholders, including children.  The following quotation, from a child, 

reinforces the need for practitioners to use strategies and approaches including 

reflection, to gain the knowledge and understanding of what this child is talking and 

thinking about: 

‘It would be better if people could understand what is wrong so if you did 
something wrong they knew if you were doing it on purpose or if it’s 
because of your condition, instead of getting in trouble for things you can’t 
help and not for things you can help.’ 

(Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010b, p. 8) 

Unlike working with a consistent, unchanging commodity, working with children, 

families and other professionals brings different challenges every day.  It is not enough 

to know about child development and the ecological impact upon Early Childhood; 

practical application of knowledge and using experience to adapt practice according to 

each unique situation is essential, particularly with regard to social and cultural 

diversity.  The study of Early Childhood is about a multi-disciplinary approach to 

understanding the child holistically and with this comes many complexities.  Wood 

(2008, p. 119) outlines how practitioners work in ‘increasingly complex contexts having 

to consider diverse communities and challenging, continually changing policy 

frameworks’.  This reflects Schön’s (1987) work that emphasised the need for 

practitioners to reframe each unique experience and embed reflection within their 

practice (Paige-Smith & Craft, 2008). 

Wood (2008) discusses the need for practitioners to be more than reflective and take 

on an activist role, this involves being active researchers and able to generate 

knowledge and engage critically in their practice.  This depth of involvement and 

commitment to the pursuit of quality provision and care will create continual 

questions and further challenges to solve, but this is an essential disposition to have as 

someone responsible for the health and education of young children. 
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2.4.1 Further thoughts on the ECE policy framework 

Early Years practitioners are responsible for delivering the EYFS (Department for 

Children, Schools and Families, 2008).  The EYFS is a central part of the Ten Year 

Childcare Strategy (Her Majesty's Treasury, 2004) and the Childcare Act 2006 

(Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2006).  The EYFS document states: 

‘Research shows that high quality experiences in the early years, including a 
good home learning environment, have a significant positive impact on 
children’s social, emotional and cognitive development and, therefore, their 
progress at school and into adult life.  It is vitally important that early years 
provision is of a consistently high standard, and that providers continually 
look for ways to improve the quality of the learning, development and care 
they offer.’ 

(Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008, p. 8) 

Practitioners are supported through a variety of material within the guidance which 

reinforces the importance of using quality improvement tools and approaches 

including reflective practice (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008, p. 

9).  They are required to: 

‘…lead and encourage a culture of reflective practice, self-evaluation and 
informed discussion… understand and engage in informed reflective 
practice – both individually and in groups;’ 

Whilst these are key professional aspirations, it is important to question the extent to 

which those embarking upon a degree programme based upon working with and for 

young children and their families, have made a personal commitment to becoming the 

best possible practitioners, providing the most excellent service for their clients.  

During the application process for entry onto the degree programme, most 

prospective students’ personal statements profess to aspire to such goals, however, in 

my experience subsequent conversations with students reveal this to be espoused 

rhetoric and a lack of understanding of this professional commitment.  This is perhaps 

to be expected at this stage, because students may already hold ideal images of what it 

means to be an Early Years practitioner, without a full understanding of the 

professional and academic demands that will be required of them.  Students need to 

develop their own construct of what best practice is, how they achieve best practice 

and how they improve knowledge, understanding, qualities and skills to reach the 
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‘ideal’ and to achieve the professional standards.  The issue here is that different 

perspectives and drivers determine the ideal.  The level 6 ECS part-time students I 

work with are mostly mature, work based, with many years of practical experience.  

Supporting them through an exploration of a practice-based concern through a 

reflective process can transform their thinking.  They realise that what is considered to 

be ‘best practice’, within their workplace, is not necessarily so, having discovered 

alternative perspectives through a thorough investigation of the concern.  My point is 

that one can believe or accept taken-for-granted assumptions and practices, until 

engaging with a critical reflective process, and this is, therefore, an intrinsic part of 

practice. 

The type of intuitive and instinctive thinking we use when in situations requiring us to 

act quickly is described by Schön (1987) as ‘tacit knowing’.  This goes some way to 

starting the process of informed action, yet seems quite far removed from the type of 

focused reflective processes that are required from students.  The relationship 

between theoretical perspectives and practice (praxis) requires the ability to reflect 

upon information to make sense of different situations.  Argyris and Schön (1974) 

recognise the complications for practitioners when ‘espoused’ theory and values differ 

from those embedded in practice.  Therefore it is essential to provide students with 

tools to support them developing their own evidence based theories and confident 

identities as Early Childhood professionals. 

‘The characteristic and aspirations of the learner are most important in the 
learning process.  The response of the learner to new experience is 
determined significantly by past experiences which have contributed to the 
ways in which the learner perceives the world.’ 

(Boud, et al., 1985, p. 21) 

Therefore, the challenge for tutors is to find ways to promote student-centred 

engagement in the learning process and acknowledge the variation in previous 

experiences that determine and shape future perceptions.  Developing inquiring minds 

and critical thinking, rather than readily accepting material as ‘the truth’ often requires 

a transition process.  A lot of students have come from programmes of study where 

they have been rewarded for accurately recapitulating material as ‘the truth’ and not 

required to question or engage in analytical debate.  One of the implications for this 
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change is that students, who have been very successful within this approach to 

learning, may find difficulty adjusting to a system requiring quite different skills.  In my 

experience students who have achieved top grades in the secondary education system 

do not necessarily achieve as well within the HE assessment framework.  This, in turn, 

can lead to doubts of self-efficacy and disengagement with the programme of study.  

These and other cultural influences on our learning dispositions can impact on our 

ability to adapt. 

2.5 What are Reflective Dispositions?  A way of being. 

The purpose of this section is to explore further the concept of dispositions.  Katz has 

written much about the idea of learning dispositions in young children and her work 

can be put to good effect here when discussing young adults’ dispositions to learn. 

Katz (1999, p. 1) suggests that ‘dispositions can be thought of as habits of mind or 

tendencies to respond to certain situations in certain ways’.  She distinguishes 

dispositions from skills or items of knowledge, for example she says that there is a 

‘difference between having writing skills and having the disposition to be a writer or 

having reading skills and having the disposition to be a reader.’  I would agree with 

Katz, however, I would also argue that habits can be changed and reformed.  Therefore 

if someone had a negative disposition to learn that had been formed by negative 

experiences, the introduction of new approaches to learning could change that 

negative habit of mind.  Similarly,  many level 4 ECS students do not necessarily have 

negative dispositions to learn but have adopted habits of mind that have been trained 

to learn in a certain way with certain expectations.  Moss (1998) described curriculum 

developments in England as a factory model of learning which emphasises learning 

goals and outcomes.  I realise that as a lecturer in HE I am also bound by the confines 

of learning outcomes and assessments.  However, if I can enable students to realise 

the value in the learning process as well as the outcome I will be enabling them as 

lifelong learners. 

It is the habits of mind that require understanding to establish a baseline from which 

to start engaging students in new ways of understanding their own learning. 
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Today I introduced the new level 4 students to the concept of experiential 

learning.  I put it to them that experiential learning is about learning from within; 

learning from self-motivation and learning from the process rather than having 

an external outcome-based driver.  Over my 7 years in HE I have gradually come 

to accept that I should never assume students will readily understand.  ‘Process’ 

is a term used all of the time, but using it to determine a way of learning is 

something that appeared totally abstract to these young people.  Enabling these 

students to understand the idea of reflection and learning through experience 

will require some explicit examples, and somehow I have to help them to make 

the transition from learning for others to learning for themselves. 

(KH Reflective thought 5th October 2010) 

This reflection links to the ideas of Dewey (1910, p. 34) who determines that there are 

three natural resources in the creation of a reflective thinker, curiosity being the ‘most 

significant and vital’.  He speaks of a natural tendency to be curious and this is 

certainly true of young children. 

I showed Bella (my 18 month old granddaughter) my set of hand painted Russian 

Dolls.  A colleague had bought them for me from her home in Russia so they are 

not intended as a toy but Bella was curious and had pointed to them in the 

display cabinet.  We explored them together and built each individual doll.  She 

was completely actively engaged, she had never seen such objects before yet she 

ordered them by size and named the largest doll ‘mommy’ and the second 

largest ‘daddy’.  Fascinating – this child is reflecting upon her existing knowledge 

and experience of the world to relate to these objects and use them as a 

symbolic representation. 

(KH – reflective thought from observation made – 14th October 2010: Appendix 1) 

I have become increasingly more aware of the links between the qualities and 

characteristics of reflective learning, the learning characteristics of young children and 

Early Childhood pedagogy.  This has led me to consider that taking some of the 

theories and principles of Early Childhood studies, and adapting them throughout the 

educational system, could prevent the need for a determined transitional process to 

help undergraduates adapt to a more reflective and creative approach to their studies.  

Further exploration of the relationships between the discourse of Early Childhood and 

the development of a reflective disposition can be executed in a future study, 

however, the context of this research study will also identify some links. 
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2.6 Personal Journey of Lifelong Learning 

So what are the characteristics, attitudes and qualities required to develop a reflective 

disposition? 

Negative or positive, our childhood experiences are relevant in shaping our 

dispositions to learn as adults.  It is our motivation to learn that determines whether 

we continue our learning journey with purpose, to affect our understanding of the 

world and quality of life.  Young children usually have an innate motivation to learn, 

starting from their basic survival needs.  The underpinning principles of Early 

Childhood pedagogy which influence practice in the United Kingdom and many other 

European countries can be used as a framework on which to base approaches to adult 

education. 

If ECS students can develop a positive reflective disposition it will impact upon their 

professional practice.  Most children are born with the innate need to explore, 

experiment, be curious and creative.  Being around adults who exhibit these 

dispositions can only help to strengthen what already exists.  How often do adults 

relate their intellectual inadequacies to the negative experiences they had at school?  

It is easy to see the similarity between the ideas of Katz (1999; 1993) and Dewey (1910, 

p. 34) who extols the ‘dimensions’ required to become a reflective thinker – ‘curiosity, 

suggestion and depth’. 

Tett (2002) argues that lifelong learning could be instrumental in contributing to more 

social inclusion through the empowerment of people developing knowledge for their 

individual needs and interests instead of externally imposed outcomes.  This concept is 

reflected in one of the principles of Early Childhood education which supports the 

belief that children are at the centre of the whole process of learning and 

development.  ‘Starting from the child’ and ‘co-constructing’ a programme of study 

based on needs and interests, is key to embedding a natural and effective learning 

community (Rogers, 1983, p. 188).  This co-construction and social constructive 

approach to learning is reciprocal and reliant upon all participants being motivated – 

the children and the facilitators.  Jarvis (2006) discusses his theory of ‘disjuncture’ 

which is the recognition of a gap between what is known and what is needed to be 

known.  He goes on to discuss the limitations of behaviourist approaches to equip 
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people with the knowledge and skills needed to address the disjuncture, and contrasts 

this with the post-modernist approach of experiential learning ‘the creation of 

knowledge through the transformation of experience’ (Kolb, 1984, p. 41).  The need for 

adults to continually readdress their frames of reference is the same for children 

having to assimilate and accommodate new information to adapt their thinking and 

gain equilibrium (Sutherland & Crowther, 2006).  Katz (1993, p. 3) believes that the 

wrong approaches taken to learning at an early age can have a negative impact upon 

dispositions to learn.  She states that: 

‘…one of the most important dispositions to be listed in educational goals is 
the disposition to go on learning.  Any educational approach that 
undermines that disposition is miseducation’. 

The importance of purposeful and appropriate learning experiences is crucial in 

developing positive dispositions. 

These perspectives raise more questions – how can professional educators be sure 

that students have the appropriate infrastructure in place before asking them to 

reflect?  For instance, are they self-aware?  What kind of learning identities do they 

have?  Secondly the need to make on-going reflection also requires us to update our 

knowledge of the profession.  It is difficult to change our professional identity when we 

have not had much professional experience.  Therefore when students are initially 

introduced to reflective practice it is their personal / autobiographical ‘lenses’ 

(Brookfield, 1995) that predominantly influence their reflections. 

Triggers, attitudes of mind and contexts are all conditions needing consideration when 

investigating the concept of reflection. 

2.7 What does this mean for the Early Childhood Student? 

‘…while a reflective practitioner may be concerned to improve practice and 
to develop additional competence, what defines the effective reflective 
practitioner is more a set of attitudes towards practice based upon broader 
understandings of self, society and moral purposes than those which seek 
simply to increase efficiency in relation to ‘delivery’ and narrowly conceived 
achievement targets.’ 

(Leitch & Day, 2000, p. 181) 
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Early Childhood pedagogy is based upon the premise that childhood is a ‘social 

construct’ (Taylor & Woods, 2005, p. xii)  The same pedagogical philosophy underpins 

the social constructivist approaches taken with students.  The Early Childhood student 

cannot avoid being influenced by societal issues; not least the research that forms the 

basis of professional values and attitudes within the profession.  Ixer (1999) relates 

reflection as a social construct.  He cites the work of others including Kemmis (1985) 

who demonstrate a social dimension in their models of reflection and action research.  

This ‘moves away from the individual element of thought and action’ and instead views 

the reflective process as ‘socially, historically and politically influenced’, (Ixer, 1999, p. 

519).  This relates to the theory of constructivism.  The constructivist underpinnings of 

Schön’s (1983) theory of reflective practice are also recognised by Kinsella (2006).  She 

suggests that considering constructivism helps in the understanding of reflective 

practice as one of the basic constructivist principles is that ‘all knowledge is 

constructed, at least in part, through a process of reflection’ (Kinsella, 2006, p. 279). 

My own reflective identity is strongly influenced by my pedagogical beliefs which have 

been established from a combination of my personal moral and value base, personal 

experiences, and my professional background (Early Childhood theoretical 

perspectives).  These in turn have been defined by social, cultural, historical and 

political factors in my life.  As time, research and society evolve, so my identity 

changes.  Being reflective and supporting students to develop reflective dispositions is 

not without personal risk.  Being able to view ourselves and critically review our action 

and thoughts, threatens changes to our identity.  This requires an initial security with 

our self-identity to have the confidence to continually recreate new identities in light 

of our experiences and reflections.  Ghaye and Ghaye (1998, p. 6) view the process of 

reflection as ‘sense making…linked with how we see ourselves’. 

Canning and Callan (2010) discuss the research they undertook to consider how 

Foundation Degree in Early Years (FdA EY) students made use of face to face and 

online discussion forums to support their professional development and identity. 

Canning and Callan’s (2010) experiences of their own use of critical reflective 

conversations to develop their own professionalism was not ‘translated easily’ (p72) to 

their students.  This reflects my own experiences and echoes the thoughts of McNiff 

(1993) who identifies this as our educational values being compromised. 
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It was interesting to read the extracts from Canning and Callan’s (2010) students’ 

personal reflections on their developing reflective disposition.  These mature, work-

based students already have the ability and professional knowledge to articulate with 

sophistication an understanding of the concept of reflection.  There is a marked 

difference between this cohort and the level 4 students from the ECS undergraduate 

course.  The level 4 students have very little experience of the profession and are 

dealing with significant transitional changes from the transmission based learning they 

have been used to.  For the majority of the level 4 ECS students, reflective practice is a 

new approach to learning.  They need support and guidance to understand this new 

concept.   

Canning and Callan (2010) introduce their FdA EY students to Brookfield’s lenses 

(1995) and they suggest that the most significant lens for them is the lens reflecting 

the child’s experiences in the setting.  This is because the typical experienced 

practitioners ‘...already engage at an intuitive level in sophisticated reflection’ (p78).  

The evidence produced during Canning and Callan’s (2010) study reveals that 

contextual elements play a crucial part in identifying students’ existing knowledge, 

understanding and use of reflective practice, and what their needs are regarding 

support to strengthen their practice. 

The level 4 ECS students in my study have a limited experience of working with 

children, therefore their starting points are very different from others who are 

following a work-based qualification.  However, regardless of the experiences they 

have had prior to starting their degree, they could still possess the characteristics that 

underpin a reflective disposition.  Supporting students to recognise they already have 

reflective skills will encourage a confidence to develop and deepen understanding of 

reflection as a concept. 

In consideration of the above, a logical progression for the level 4 undergraduate ECS 

students would be to draw upon their autobiographical perspectives initially, followed 

by their peers’/colleagues’ perspectives (Brookfield, 1995).  This highlights the need to 

continually consider the individual needs and contextual factors for this particular 

group of students. 
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2.8 Professional and Personal Tensions in Early Childhood Cultures and 
Contexts. 

Brookfield (1995, p. 249) recognises the difficulties cultural barriers can create when 

encouraging a reflective disposition and community.  He elaborates on the cultural 

influences of the ‘education’ profession having a ‘silencing’ effect on professionals.  To 

discuss our practice with others in a way that might identify ‘incompetence or 

powerlessness’ could be admitting failure.  This cultural perspective is one that I can 

relate to with students.  These students are part of the social networking generation 

where regard of mutual respect and ethical responsibility is not necessarily 

encouraged.  Therefore, it is not just adaptation of previous educational approaches 

that needs to be considered, but also wider societal influences that mould personal 

dispositions and values. 

Becoming actively engaged in the learning process and taking responsibility for their 

own learning experiences requires a cultural mind shift for most undergraduates who 

have come from a culture of text book learning and, in the words of a personal tutee, 

being ‘spoon fed’ information.  I agree with Park (2003, p. 183) who states that: 

‘Students who actively engage with what they are studying tend to 
understand more, learn more, remember more, enjoy it more and be more 
able to appreciate the relevance of what they have learned, than students 
who passively receive what we teach them.’ 

As previously discussed, others before have recognised the powerful approach to 

learning through experience (Dewey, 1933; Kolb, 1984).  The ECS team are all familiar 

with the need to incorporate interactive questioning within lectures to encourage 

reflective thought.  However, initially most ECS students are not comfortable with this 

method as it requires personal thoughts to be publicly displayed.  If this method is 

going to work it requires a mutual trust between the students and the tutors.  In my 

experience, once a student has received a negative comment they become reluctant to 

interact.  Therefore, the tutor’s disposition towards reflective practice is important in 

establishing a reflective culture within the lecture. 

Modelling this process of reflective questioning and thinking is important in creating a 

culture of reflection (Barnett & O'Mahony, 2006).  Daudelin’s (1996, p. 38) thoughts on 

the shift in empowerment from employer to employee within the business world holds 
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true in the education world.  Within my institution students’ voices are valued, and 

their participation in course development encourages them to reflect upon their 

experiences and become an important part of ‘mutual discovery’ alongside tutors.  This 

demonstrates that the reflective process permeates the whole course experience and 

is not restricted to the content of the field of study.  I believe that once a reflective 

disposition is established it guides all of life’s experiences and is not a tool to be used 

on certain occasions, but forms part of one’s character. 

This reflects some of the thoughts of Ixer (1999) who challenges the concept of 

assessing students’ reflections, given the divide between students’ and tutors’ 

perceptions and understanding of reflective practice.  He discusses the immediacy and 

complexity of decision making and problem solving within social work contexts (this 

can also be related to work with children and families), that demands ‘the 

development of transferable skills which are lifelong and not context-specific’ (Ixer, 

1999, p. 523).  I view reflective thinking as a life skill and agree that it is not necessarily 

context-specific.  However, it is evident from Brookfield’s (1995) ideas that for the 

purpose of professional development, there is a necessity to contextualise reflections 

within the profession.  This protects the student from visiting too many of the personal 

experiences that can cause emotional upset and distort perspectives.  Ghaye (2005, p. 

173) believes that reflection, and the type of reflection that happens, is dependent 

upon who is involved and why and this also supports the concept of contextualisation 

of reflective practice being necessary. 

‘The challenge is to develop the ‘right’ reflective processes, with the right 
people, at the right time and with the right purposes in mind.  This is a very 
value-laden enterprise.’ 

Likewise, Hase and Kenyon (2001, p. 2) identify how the concept of Heutagogy as ‘the 

study of self-determined learning’ is an approach that challenges ideas of teacher-

centred learning and emphasises the advantages of ‘‘knowledge sharing’ rather than 

‘knowledge hoarding.’’ 

‘Heutagogy includes aspects of capability action learning processes such as 
reflection, …valuing experience and interaction with others.  It goes beyond 
problem solving by enabling proactivity.’ 

(Hase & Kenyon, 2001, p. 2) 
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Just from observations as their lecturer within the induction period, I can see that 

some students are very wary of interacting with others and sharing ideas and 

perceptions.  It is difficult to assess students’ ability to use reflection, if ‘reflection’ and 

‘reflective practice’ are not defined and understood by those required to use and 

review them.  There are many definitions of reflection.  It is also difficult to assess 

students’ reflective action, as Ixer (1999, p. 520) explains: 

‘The physical outcome of an internal thought would be one level, while the 
rehearsing in one’s mind of a possible solution to a problem, filtered 
through one’s previous individual and social experience so as to make sense 
of it, lies on another level.’ 

Reflecting back on my own probationary teaching experiences, this makes absolute 

sense.  My internal thoughts and decisions about the action to be taken to inform 

parents of their child’s substantial cognitive difficulties were quite different from the 

physical outcome.  The parents’ reaction to the news gave the appearance that I had 

not given any thought to how I was going to deal with the issue, although in reality, it 

occupied a great deal of my thoughts.  This example highlights firstly the importance of 

judging the student’s whole thought process leading to action; secondly the continual, 

cyclical process of reflection and reflective practice (I reflected upon the outcome of 

my decision to make sense of why it had not had the desired outcome), and thirdly 

that ‘isolated’ reflective thought and practice can limit possible options for action.  

Sharing experiences and gathering different perspectives on the issue can provide at 

least different options and possibly a better informed decision for action.  This upholds 

Sandar’s (2005) claims that reflection is an ‘essential part of learning from work based 

situations’.  The analysis of experience enables students to develop new 

understandings for the improvement of future practice. 

I am still evolving as an educator and believe that my learning about learning will be 

lifelong.  My present professional position in Higher Education has changed somewhat 

since my first appointment in 2003.  Norton (2009) reminds me about the continual 

changes within the Higher Education environment which bring about pressure to 

balance my role as an educator, researcher and administrator.  In May 2010 the 

Conservative and Liberal-Democrat coalition Government came into power.  On their 

behalf, Lord Browne reported on the future of Higher Education (Browne, 2010), and 
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his recommendations have had an enormous impact upon the changing landscape of 

Higher Education for both tutors and students. 

The withdrawal of Government funding and the increase in student fees have resulted 

in an even stronger feeling of consumerism within the sector.  In June 2010 I was 

promoted to a leadership and management role which adds a different dimension to 

my job.  I am now more involved with the strategic planning for course design, offer 

and delivery but also have a responsibility for contributing to the strategic thinking 

behind the planning of the whole institution and taking an entrepreneurial approach.  

When such major changes take place it is easy to be reactive and this is when it is even 

more important to draw upon reflective practice to make informed decisions.  Dewey 

(1910, p. 13) states: 

‘…reflective thinking is always more or less troublesome because it involves 
overcoming the inertia that inclines one to accept suggestions at their face 
value; it involves willingness to endure a condition of mental unrest and 
disturbance.’ 

Based on the review of the literature, I have summarised the key characteristics of 

what a reflective disposition requires:  

 Adaptability of thought and flexibility of action 

 Listening to other people’s ideas and willing to try them 

 Sharing of ideas 

 Determination and commitment 

 Self-awareness, being honest to yourself and to colleagues 

 Genuine attitude and to have a conviction for the improvement of practice for 

the good of self and others 

 Open mindedness and willingness to be challenged 

 Ability to challenge assumptions 

 Have evidence base values about the profession  

 Knowledgeable about the theoretic underpinning of practice 

 Critical thinking skills; the ability to question and argue 
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2.9 Reflection and Next Steps 

Reflecting on the ideas and positions taken thus far brings me to the point of 

developing a research design and plan.  However, the social constructivist and 

reflective epistemology of this research will require a structure that is appropriate for 

this particular study. 

‘I have to stop worrying about having a ‘complete’ plan at this point – I know 

from previous experience that it doesn’t work like that – I have to be led to some 

extent by the evolving nature of this project – I can’t predict at this stage – I have 

to let it happen.  As McNiff & Whitehead (2009) say – I should trust my own 

judgement and write my story my way.’ 

(KH Reflective thought August 2010)  

Even though at this point I will be working from a skeleton plan it will provide the 

contextual elements enabling me to tell my research story systematically and 

coherently (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). 

There is a danger of becoming lost and defocused at any stage in a research enquiry 

especially when the continuation of it is reliant upon consistent reflection and 

evaluation to establish the next focus for investigation.  The methodological approach 

of Action Research that is taken from this point forward requires some repositioning to 

gain understanding of the precursor and the next stage. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 My Ontological and Epistemological Position 

I aim to understand how I can improve my practice to establish a culture of reflective 

practice within Early Childhood Studies (ECS) programmes at undergraduate level.  The 

Preparatory Pilot Project (PPP) has enabled me to recognise that ECS students require 

support to develop understanding of reflection within this educational context and 

develop reflective dispositions.  The valuable insights gained from the PPP would not 

have been possible if I had not involved the students and colleagues in a co-

constructed and shared perspective of the existing assumptions and knowledge about 

the concept of reflection and reflective practice.  The gathering of multiple 

perspectives through a variety of methods directs my emerging role as a constructor of 

a patchwork of real life experiences.  Denzin and Lincoln (2005) refer to this as a 

‘bricoleur’; a quiltmaker creating an overall picture from the various ‘patches’ 

collected.  This overall picture will emerge in later sections which will enable an 

addition to the existing body of knowledge about reflective practice, within this 

context, to emerge.  An overview of this inquiry is detailed in Figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3: Adapted from an idea by Marshall, J (2010) EECERA Conference, Birmingham 

 

This inquiry began with a ‘dilemma’ brought about by observations of the students I 

teach and discussions with colleagues.  By illuminating this dilemma I aim to find some 

answers and solutions to gain a better understanding of how I can support ECS 

students to develop reflective dispositions.  I also aim to develop my thinking and 

practice in order to improve the quality of students’ experiences.  I have immersed 

myself as an active participant with this inquiry.  As Gray (2009, p. 31) states, there is a 

need for me to be at ‘one with the inquiry’.  Similar to Marshall (1999, p. 155), I am 

following ‘twin tracks’ throughout this inquiry, reflections of my own personal and 

professional development and the inquiry into the development of student 

experience.  As such my role involves me being not only the ‘stitcher’ of the 
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patchwork, drawing all of the pieces together into a coherent whole, but my own 

‘patches’ also form part of the overall pattern.  

Marshall (1999) questions the idea of how much influence an individual can have on 

organisational systems.  The tracking of my own awareness, through reflexive practice, 

of contextual issues influencing my practice and students’ experiences, leaves me in no 

doubt that I can influence this particular social system.  This example of my reflective 

process through consistent observations can only be described as resulting in subtle 

differences in practice, however, it can make a significant difference to the student 

experience.   During a mandatory module at level 4, ECS students are asked to write a 

reflective account of a visit to an art gallery or museum.  The objective of the task is to 

encourage the students to gain an understanding of their existing reflective skills that 

are part of their everyday experiences.  Apart from an assumption being made about 

this type of activity being part of students’ existing experiences when in fact  a large 

number of the cohort have never visited an art gallery or museum in their lives, I have 

found that the wording of the task makes a significant difference to the outcomes.  The 

first year this task was completed I asked the students to ‘complete a reflective 

account to compare two different exhibits they had viewed’.  The outcome of these 

accounts were descriptive and having evaluated this I realised that the complexities of 

choosing the exhibits and then using skills to discriminate, compare and contrast was 

taking them away from the main objective of reflecting upon an experience.  During 

the second year this same activity was delivered I changed the wording of the task to 

‘write a reflective account about your experience’.  The difference in the response was 

significant and I realise that this was a different group of students with different 

variables and abilities, however, the accounts were much more focused upon the 

reflective process.  I highlight this example to demonstrate how refinement of tasks 

through subtle changes in vocabulary can make a significant difference to achieving 

the original objectives.  Also, there is a continual requirement to reflect upon practice 

and acquire that existential reflective quality to capture the unplanned opportunities. 

It is important at this stage to clarify my personal perspective upon the nature of this 

inquiry.  Drawing on interpretivist methodologies, my understanding of reality and 

truth is unique to me and determined by my personal experiences, some of which I 

have already shared.  As such it shapes the direction I take and the choices I make.  If 
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this inquiry were replicated by others they would follow a different pathway 

dependent upon their own unique experiences which would, in turn, result in different 

conclusions. 

The previous sections of this thesis have provided an implicit outline of my ontological 

and epistemological position at this time (I realise that this position is continuously 

evolving and shifting with the addition of new knowledge and subsequent life 

experience).  I now intend to expand upon this to give a clearer and more explicit 

picture.  I heed warnings given by King and Horrocks (2010, p. 128) who state there is 

no place for the type of personal reflexivity that ‘develops into a rather embarrassingly 

subjective form of self-indulgence where the researcher takes centre stage.’  My 

research combines a disciplined personal reflexivity and, what Willig (2001) refers to as 

epistemological reflexivity.  This means I will be reflecting upon assumptions about the 

world and developing a critical appreciation which challenges the ideas of self-

indulgent subjectivity. 

My own beliefs regarding ontology lie in the notion that there is no one truth, that 

reality is multifaceted and that truths are ‘socially constructed multiple realities’ 

(Patton, 2002, p. 134).  This is what Denzin and Lincoln (2008, p. 32) refer to as 

‘relativist ontology’.  This is in direct contrast to the realist ontology that bases its view 

of the world as being structured and existing independently of humans, as King and 

Horrocks (2010, p. 9) explain: ‘the world is made up of objects and structures that have 

identifiable cause and effect relationships.’ 

The relativist ontology maintains that our understandings of the world are relative to 

‘our specific cultural and social frames of reference’ (King & Horrocks, 2010, p. 9).  

Patton (2002, p. 134) describes such research as being based within a particular 

contextual theoretical framework that is a ‘miniparadigm with its own internal logic 

and assumptions’.  However, there are similar contexts that should benefit from the 

process and findings of this inquiry, not necessarily restricted to the field of Early 

Childhood.  The positivist researcher’s criteria of external and internal validity, 

reliability and objectivity are replaced here with the terminology associated with 

naturalistic methodological procedures; credibility, transferability, dependability … and 

‘trustworthiness and authenticity’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 33 & 158).  The nature of 
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the data I am collecting cannot be replicated as the focus group discussions and 

observations are of that moment in time only.  However, working with colleagues to 

collect data has enabled a reassurance that observations have an inter-subjective 

element which strengthens the validity and reliability.  There is also no intention for 

this research to be generalised as this would suggest that it is context free (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  There is a definite context which will not be dissimilar to other HEIs 

providing similar programmes.  Part of this context is the wider socio-political context 

of the field of Early Childhood education and care.  Therefore, there will be elements 

of this research that will be transferable and relevant to others working in this field. 

My ontological stance reflects the way I think, and my personality.  I have always found 

difficulty positioning myself in a defined area because I have always been open to 

different perspectives, not believing that one is the ultimate truth.  Therefore when it 

comes to defining my epistemological position here, I know that what determines my 

position is based upon my knowledge, which is driven by my own values and beliefs.  

The theoretical framework for this research is a determining factor in my 

epistemological position.  Therefore the relationship between self as the researcher, 

what I know about the bodies of knowledge framing this inquiry and how I view the 

world, determines my epistemological position.  I have always valued other people’s 

opinions and as such believe that I have always had a reflective disposition.  I believe 

this to be the reason why Brookfield’s multiple lens theory (1995) resonated so well 

with me.  I was not introduced to these concepts until starting my doctoral 

programme; the publicity about the programme was based upon Brookfield’s 

principles of gaining insight and knowledge from more than one perspective.  It 

highlighted the social learning approach and the benefits of studying with others to 

learn within a ‘community of practice’.  This really echoed my own philosophy, for me, 

learning is a social phenomenon.  I learn so much more when I have different lenses to 

view through – learning is socially constructed and mediated by experiences, events 

and other people. 

My previous work within Primary education working with 3-11 year old children also 

affirmed my commitment to offering choice and diversity when it came to delivering 

the curriculum.  My own primary education left me disillusioned and failing in the eyes 

of my teachers and family because I looked at things differently and did not always 



55 
 

give the prescribed answer.  In my eagerness to prevent any of my pupils from feeling 

the way I did I knew that I had to continually question my practice and work with my 

pupils to co-construct an effective learning experience that enabled them to have 

positive learning dispositions. 

If I return briefly to my ontological belief that truths are socially constructed, it appears 

logical that my epistemological approach will follow this constructivist-interpretive 

paradigm.  Crotty (1998, p. 51) discusses the idea of research in the constructivist vein 

encouraging ‘openness to potential for new or richer meaning’. Until my reading of 

Crotty (1998) I was happy with my placement within the social constructivist 

paradigms, however, I now see that making the distinction between constructivism 

and constructionism is not straightforward.  The two words are used simultaneously by 

some writers, for example Flick (2009, p. 69) discusses a contrasting position to 

Positivism and introduces his discussion thus; ‘A contrasting position is that of social 

constructionism (or constructivism)’.  So he clearly uses the terms alongside each 

other as an either / or, whereas Crotty (1998)  makes the distinction between Social 

Constructionist and Social Constructivist research.  It is appropriate here to outline the 

difference and explore the appropriateness of my choice.  Crotty (1998, p. 79) 

distinguishes that Constructivism is about ‘the individual subject engaging with objects 

in the world and making sense of them’.  He also claims that Constructionism 

‘emphasises the hold our culture has on us: it shapes the way we see things’ (Ibid), this 

assumes that culture is ‘out there’ and is learned.  In this respect I would argue that 

these concepts cannot be divorced: they both have an equal part to play in 

contributing to the meaning of a social inquiry.  However, Rogoff (2003) defines a 

constructivist perspective as culture being part of our identities as well as our 

experiences, and shapes how we view ourselves and our social worlds.  I concur with 

Rogoff and will therefore refer to my epistemology being framed within the social 

constructivist paradigm.  

  



56 
 

3.2 The Methodological Framework 

The methodological approach used here is aligned to the principles of my ontological 

and epistemological position and as such is sympathetic to the social context in which 

it is based. 

Yet again I find myself faced with a plethora of methodological terminology that only 

confuses and compounds the fact that the world of research is sometimes viewed as 

complex and inaccessible.  It is difficult to compartmentalise unique individualised 

inquiries, especially when, like this one, they are evolutionary in their nature.  It is not 

apparent at this stage what will emerge or what ‘side tracks’ may have to be taken.  

For instance this research could be viewed as ethnographic as it does have an 

anthropological focus and as Wellington (2000, p. 196) states ‘…aims to describe and 

interpret human behaviour within a certain culture’.  However, it does not go all the 

way to fulfil the ethnographic criteria as I will not be a participant observer and will not 

try to become part of the student experience and gain an ‘insider’ perspective.  I will 

also be shaping their behaviour and actions to some extent with the pedagogical 

choices and decisions I make.  The parallel track of self reflection that runs throughout 

this inquiry may be considered as insider focused but better fits the auto-ethnographic 

description.  Nevertheless, based on the description given here by Fetterman (2010, p. 

131) it is still not a perfect fit: ‘…it is a form of postmodern ethnography...the 

researcher is the centre of focus and inquiry’. 

I have adopted Marshall’s (1999; 2010) definition of Action Research – ‘Living Life as 

Inquiry’, because my personal and professional identities are intrinsically linked.  I 

continually question my actions and experiences whether it is in the lecture theatre or 

at the gym.  My inquiring mind and genuine belief in the practice of reflection as a 

means to changing things for improvement mean that, like Marshall (1999, p. 158) I 

‘treat little as fixed, finished, clear-cut…It involves seeking to monitor how what I do 

relates to what I espouse’.  This genuine self-awareness has not happened overnight, 

but I am now better able to understand the importance of self-identity in the process 

of reflexivity, both as a teacher and a researcher.  Further discussions about this 

concept will emerge later when analysing my findings.  At this point I wanted to 

highlight that my inquiring nature is not exclusive to my role as a researcher. 



57 
 

Having established my current ontological and epistemological positions as a starting 

point for this study I will now discuss the approaches and methods I will use to gather 

the views and experiences of those involved in this inquiry. 

3.3 Action Research: Life through Inquiry 

The Action Research approach to educational inquiry complements the reflective 

content and nature of this study.  The theoretical backdrop of this inquiry serves to 

reinforce the suitability of this approach (See figure 2, p25).  The most obvious link 

between the theory and the practice is that the practice is the theory / practice 

synthesised.  The work of Dewey (1910; 1933) developed the theory of reflective 

thinking and considered that reflection was a process that was central to developing 

practice.  Dewey (1916, p. 395) refers to the advantages of a continuous interplay 

between practice and theory: 

‘...in time the theory of knowing must be derived from the practice which is 
most successful in making knowledge; and then that theory will be used to 
improve the methods which are less successful’. 

Schön (1983; 1987) extended Dewey’s work and developed the idea of reflective 

practice, in and on action.  This was based on the premise that there will be continual 

evaluative active involvement in the learning and teaching process.  The theories of 

Freire (1970) and Vygotsky (1978) focus on the generation of new knowledge through 

a social constructivist lens, based on people interacting and collaborating together to 

generate new knowledge and meaning.  Brookfield’s (1995) work enhances this 

perspective by offering a theory that to become critical in reflective practice entails 

evaluating our experience through others’ perspectives. 

The common goals between reflective practice and action research are change and 

improvement through active engagement with practice.  Carr and Kemmis (1986, p. 

162) define action research as: 

‘…a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social 
situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own 
practices, their understanding of these practices and the situations where 
these practices are carried out.’ 
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This Action Research inquiry is about the life experiences of ECS students with a focus 

on reflective practice, with the aim of improving both students’ experiences and my 

own practice.  Action research is well suited within this constructivist interpretive 

paradigm as it involves the co-construction of knowledge between the researcher and 

participants.  McNiff and Whitehead (2009) refer to this process as transformational 

and it will be necessary to communicate this throughout the study.  My inquiry leads 

me to hope that the findings will improve reflective dispositions and practices to 

enhance students’ experiences within the ECS programmes and enable them to be 

effective, confident practitioners. 

I believe that teaching is about ‘engaging in a critical process of action reflection which 

in itself is educational’ (McNiff, 1988, p. xiii).  I have always felt a responsibility for 

ensuring my students receive the most appropriate learning experiences which build 

on their existing knowledge and prepare them for professional practice and the ways 

in which I seek to co-construct knowledge and understanding with my students.  

Whitehead (in (McNiff, 1993, p. x)) affirms that an individual’s professional 

development can contribute greatly to the bodies of educational knowledge, 

generating a living form of educational theory.  Therefore it appears logical that this 

approach to inquiry is most appropriate. 

Similar to McNiff (1988) I propose that my thesis will be a ‘written version of my 

experience in working towards a solution’.  However, each subsequent question 

generated from evaluations of my action may not necessarily be looking for a solution.  

My findings could be illuminating a very successful aspect of the practice and therefore 

lead to engagement in a more ‘appreciative inquiry’. 

Having read Ghaye et al’s (2008) introduction to the concept of Participatory and 

Appreciative Action and Reflection (PAAR), it became apparent that after the PPP my 

original ‘deficit based inquiry’ had identified, amongst the further dilemmas, a positive 

element.  The recognition that the Focus Discussion Group Forums (FDGD) were a 

positive strategy in encouraging reflective thinking and interaction gave rise to looking 

at PAAR as a ‘style of research’ (Ghaye, et al., 2008, p. 361). 
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‘We are saying that PAAR is an approach where we accentuate the positive 
and look at ‘problems’ within a creative and appreciative frame and with a 
‘critical spirit’.’ 

I am reluctant to adopt this in its purest form as PAAR is clearly reliant upon a 

complete integration of all participants in the whole process including the 

interpretation, analysis and evaluation.  However, the principles of the approach which 

Ghaye et al (2008, p. 364) state ‘…is more about improvement and sustaining success 

by building on aspects of the positive present’ are appealing.  This is because the PAAR 

approach matches my positive disposition and will create a more optimistic and 

constructive context. 

Figure 4 demonstrates the 4 stages within the process of PAAR. 

‘1. Developing an appreciative gaze.  This means actively and consciously 
starting the understanding and improvement process by looking at what 
is positive and supportive of human flourishing and well-being in current 
thinking and practice.  It is an appreciation of our own and others’ gifts 
and talents. 

2. Reframing lived experience.  This is essentially about trying to look at 
‘problems’ (or challenges) creatively and with a critical spirit in order to 
seek out alternative and innovative approaches for future working.  It 
involves being open to the unexpected connection. 

3. Building practical wisdom.  This is about improving working practices 
through local and regional ownership of issues and an understanding of 
how gender relations and other markers of difference affect identity and 
behaviour.  We need to organize carefully for this as building practical 
wisdom that is meaningful and useful takes time.  The practical wisdom 
we have in mind is not simply the outcome of reproductive thinking; in 
other words, simply refining what is already known.  It seeks to generate 
the new, insights and improved actions.  In this sense we might call it 
productive thinking. 

4. Ethical action and moral courage to use what has been co-produced to 
demonstrate achievement and move practices and policy positively 
forward.  PAAR is not only a particular way of thinking about action, it is 
also a particular kind of action’. 

(Ghaye, et al., 2008, p. 369) 
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Figure 4: the 4 stages of PAAR (Ghaye, et al., 2008, p. 372) 

Since qualifying as a teacher in 1996 I have considered myself to be a reflective 

practitioner endeavouring to continually make improvements to my own practice for 

the improvement of the learning experiences of my students.  I have always been 

involved in active research to improve the quality of teaching and learning but this has 

not always been documented in a way to enable others to benefit from my 

experiences.  Marshall (2010) states that if I dare to interpret what is happening for 

others within the context, I have to ‘live the inquiry.’  She speaks of ‘conspiring to a 

contextual sensitivity’ and being part of the context in which we are situated.  This 

contextual sensitivity will be discussed more within the section on Ethical 

Considerations as this is an important aspect within the chosen paradigm. 
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3.4 Criticisms of this Method 

The predominant criticism of qualitative practitioner based research is its subjective 

nature.  McNiff (1988) contests this by explaining how the views of a variety of 

participants about the same issue make it ‘inter-subjective’ and if each participant 

agrees on the outcomes of the inquiry it results in objectivity.  I am also conscious that 

what I have presented so far paints a rather defensive picture for using Action 

Research.  Norton (2009) supports this defence, however, and also believes that it is 

important to offer a realistic rather than an idealistic view.  In the 1940s Kurt Lewin, an 

American psychologist, was widely accepted as the originator of the Action Research 

approach.  He argued for the integration of theory and practice and that 

transformational change was more effective when research was conducted by those 

who were involved in the context rather than ‘outsider’ researchers.  Post-war America 

saw a lot of ‘outsider’ research being conducted in an effort to tackle post-war issues 

like prejudice and this led to a decline in the original intentions of Lewin’s Action 

Research theory, (Norton, 2009).  During the 1970s in the UK, the work of Lawrence 

Stenhouse (1975) influenced the work of Carr and Kemmis (1986) with his ideas about 

teaching being based on teachers’ own research.  Carr and Kemmis (1986) then built 

their theory about educational action research upon the work of the philosopher 

Habermas (1972; 1974) who incorporated theoretical and practical reasoning into a 

social theory.  The aim of this theory, similar to that of Freire (1970), was that it was 

emancipatory.  Involving ECS students in reflective practice, and using dialogue in a 

variety of contexts to nurture critical reflection, will enable them to become critically 

conscious of the political influences upon their practice. 

Norton (2009, p. 59) introduces me to the term ‘Pedagogical Action Research’ and 

states its purpose as: 

‘…to systematically investigate one’s own teaching/learning facilitation 
practice, with the dual aim of improving that practice and contributing to 
theoretical knowledge in order to benefit student learning.’ 

Norton uses the word ‘pedagogical’ to distinguish between action research done in the 

HE context rather than educational research done in other educational contexts.  This 

is an interesting concept as I would have thought a more suitable word would have 

been ‘andragogical’.  Hase and Kenyon (2001) describe this as a truly self-determined 
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way of adult learning opposed to the term pedagogy that is associated with the 

science of learning and teaching with children. 

3.5 Clear Intentions 

My aim is to ‘add to the body of knowledge/existing theory from the embedded reality 

of individuals’ life experiences’ (Whitehead in McNiff, 1993, p. xiii). 

My enquiry will involve the integration of others’ insights into the issues concerned.  

This integration and critical comparison between theory and practice will enable me to 

make sense of reality and develop situated insights for future developments of both 

theory and practice. 

I will always remember ‘S’ wishing me luck on the day I left MG Primary School to 

take up my new lecturing post.  She said: ‘sometimes it’s easy to lose touch with 

reality in HE – you don’t want to be accused of preaching from your ivory tower – 

keep in touch with reality.’  This is something I have endeavoured to do over the 

past seven years through gaining an understanding of practice through the 

viewpoints of different people. 

(KH reflective thought August 2010) 

So what makes this research authentic?  It is based upon a real time with real people 

who are central to the debate.  This research is not just concerned with educational 

issues and the training of EC practitioners for the sake of satisfying the needs of 

Government policies regarding employability and economic growth.  Dahlberg et al 

(2007, p. 80) say that it is about more than seeing EC institutions ‘as ideological 

apparatus of the nation state’.  It is about engaging students in understanding the 

complexity of the entire EC discourse and community and ensuring that they have the 

skills to challenge the concept of ‘normalization’.  Dahlberg et al (2007) view EC 

institutions as forums to encourage critical debate and difference of opinion and to 

keep questions of meaning open. 

Similar to McNiff (1993) I view my existing professional/intellectual understanding and 

knowledge as transformational: it is never static.  I often worried about my inability to 

have strong convictions about theories of education and envied peers who were 

clearly placed within a strong belief.  I no longer view this as a deficiency as I realise my 
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learning is lifelong and fluid, however, at times my ideas become upheld by other 

influences and ‘crystallise’ for a while until such time as something makes me question 

it again. 

I knew that the idea of ‘learning groups’ was good as there was a lot of anecdotal 

evidence from personal tutees that upheld this.  However, there was also a 

problem with relationships and breaking down of some groups because of mixed 

commitment to attending meetings and contributing to group tasks.  It’s 

important to review this and look at different strategies for the initial setting up 

of the groups.  What about self selection? 

(KH reflective thought from 2007) 

My existing beliefs are ‘provisional’. 

My concern is to improve the education of my students, my own and my colleagues’ 

education through ‘practitioner-centred inquiry in action’ (McNiff, 1993, p. 10). 

I am central to my research as it is me and my practice I aim to improve, as McNiff 

(1993) says: 

‘I mean to overcome a situation in which my values are denied; so I aim to 
improve my thinking… with a view to improving my practice… My practice 
is an outcome of my thought, and my improved practice is an outcome of 
my improved understanding’ 

(McNiff, 1993, p. 17) 

Like McNiff (1993) my enquiry lies in my vision which embodies my values.  I wish that 

all ECS students would adopt a reflective approach to their studies and make decisions 

based on evaluation of reflections upon different perspectives; that they felt confident 

to understand how reflective practice is essential in the continual pursuit of quality 

provision for young children.  I wish for all ECS students to develop and maintain a 

reflective disposition.  At this point in time my values and aspirations are not being 

realised in practice. 
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Therefore my main concern is the: 

‘…construction of self-reflective practitioners,...who care enough, first to 
make an unqualified commitment of self to the education of self, in the 
interest of the education [and care] of others.’ 

(McNiff, 1993, p. 20) 

It is hoped that an inter-subjective agreement can be ‘created’ between students and 

tutors to develop shared beliefs and a shared discourse related to reflective practice 

within ECS. 

3.6 Choosing Appropriate Data Collection Methods 

The data I collect will consist of excerpts from my reflective diary and my continual 

reflective thoughts; transcripts from focus group discussions from both students and 

tutors; peer observation records of my lecturing completed  by one of my colleagues, 

and ‘post-it-note responses’ collected from students who participated in the focus 

group discussions (one year later). 

These methods, together with a comprehensive Literature Search will enable me to 

gain an understanding of the participants’ perceptions and views of reflection and 

provide tools to analyse the data.  Comparisons between data collected from 

participants and all literature sources could reveal discords between theory and 

practice; practice aligning theory and practice and possible assumptions and 

misconceptions. 

3.6.1 Using the Literature 

As my intentions are to discover students’ perceptions of reflective practice and 

compare these perceptions with course expectations, it is vital that I have a thorough 

understanding of the theoretical thinking behind the concept of reflective practice.  

Being aware of existing writings in the field of study will enable me to gather insights 

and information as a contextual grounding (Flick, 2009).  Using models to identify how 

reflective practice is to be defined for this purpose, will allow for analysis of empirical 

material including data collected.  Flick (2009, p. 5) identifies that existing literature 

will be relevant for grounding my argument and demonstrating my findings are ‘in 
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accordance with, go beyond or contradict existing research’.  It has also been necessary 

to contextualise this research through literature.  My theoretical framework (see 

Figure 2, p25) demonstrates how the theoretical backdrop informing this research is 

inter-related and complements the focus itself.  It will be important to return to this 

framework when analysing and evaluating my data. 

3.6.2 Reflective Journal 

My reflective thoughts play a significant part in the overall evidence base and some of 

these thoughts are recorded in a reflective journal.  Mukherji and Albon (2010) refer to 

different types and intentions of journaling.  My reflective process includes the ‘why’ 

challenge where I subject my existing understandings and beliefs to consistent 

questioning because I am aware of something impacting upon my current position.  I 

use the ‘Dilemma identification’ when my thoughts are triggered from a critical 

incident or a dilemma and I also make use of ‘personal theory analysis’.  This is when 

‘the writer reflects on their personal theories and the way they influence their 

professional judgements’. 

When forced to keep reflective journals as a student I sometimes felt that I had 

become a slave to them and resentful of spending time on them.  Writing entries for 

the sake of writing is counterproductive and undermines the value of this tool.  As 

Bolton (2010, p. 131) describes, I choose to use my reflective journal to contribute to 

the concept of me being a: 

‘…bricoleur…choosing bits from my thoughts and experiences, fitting them 
for size and shape, and creating possible construction and models.’ 

It is always worth considering the implications of requiring students to use reflective 

journals for assessed course work.  Ghaye (2007, p. 153) discusses the ethical issues 

concerning the use of reflective portfolios for this purpose.  He cites a case of a young 

nursing student who reflects upon her anguish at having to reveal her innermost 

thoughts to obtain a pass and how her resentment of this has led her to make a ‘cost-

benefit analysis’ by weighing up the risk of ‘personal hurt against the professional 

gain’.  The rules governing her reflective action most certainly would have influenced 

her ability to make honest and informative decisions as to what she wrote.  The 

decision to incorporate reflective portfolios within programmes for study requires a lot 
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of thought.  Throughout my studies I have used my reflective diary as a friend and 

confidante and would have felt stifled if I knew it was going to be judged.  The ECS 

programme encourages students to keep a reflective diary from which they can choose 

extracts to support their reflective accounts of practice experience. 

3.6.3 Focus Group Discussions 

The principal data collecting method for this project is Focus Group discussion.  This 

method is based on group interaction and encourages participants to interact together 

sharing thoughts, anecdotes, experiences and perceptions.  Kitzinger (1995, p. 299) 

describes focus groups as ‘...a form of group interview that capitalises on 

communication between participants in order to generate data.’ 

Like Freire (1973), I believe that dialogue can be liberating and transform thinking and 

practice.  Freire used study circles or focus groups to enable group dialogue.  These 

dialogues between a homogenous group can ‘reveal unarticulated norms and 

normative assumption’ (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 903)which will be 

invaluable to gather the perceptions, ideas and thoughts of students.  Kitzinger (1994, 

p. 117) states ‘we are not self-contained, isolated, static entities’ but we are part of 

social networks.  We do not operate in a ‘cultural vacuum’, so researching students’ 

understanding of reflection through focus groups helps to actively encourage ‘social 

processes in action’.  This will examine how perceptions and ideas about reflective 

practice operate in the student cultural context. 

Freire (1973) was highly successful in developing literacy skills in Brazilian peasant 

groups.  Freire used pedagogical methods which enabled his students to become more 

‘conscious’ of their world and gain a greater awareness of the power of their own 

ability to change their world through their critical reflections.  Dialogue with others 

about their experiences and reflections strengthens and unites developing concepts, 

theories and practices.  Freire believed that dialogue ‘is essential to human liberation 

and transformation’ (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 890) and he used study circles 

or focus groups to engage people in dialogue.  This is similar to my intention.  I aim to 

enable both students and colleagues to use dialogue to nurture reflective thinking and 

establish an understanding of critical reflection.  This will enable them to become 
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increasingly and consistently more aware of the political, social and cultural influences 

upon their practice. 

Focus groups have evolved over the past 60 years when data were yielded in a more 

quantitative, market research oriented way (Kitzinger, 1994).  Participants were asked 

to make negative and positive responses to ‘what’ questions; now they explore group 

characteristic and dynamics as well as exploring the nature and effects of social 

discourse.  Kamberelis and Dimitriadis (2005, p. 904) state: 

‘Focus groups, … afford researchers access to the kinds of social 
interactional dynamics that produce particular memories, positions, 
ideologies, practices and desires among specific groups of people.’ 

Wilson (1997, p. 222) discusses the variation in usage of the focus group method.  This 

reflects previous thoughts that they are used in both quantitative and qualitative 

research and suggests that when used in educational research each project brings a 

‘unique set of values, experiences and skills which are applied in particular contexts’.  

As such the characteristics of focus groups will be adapted to suit each situation.  One 

of the advantages of the focus group is that it can encourage participation from 

students who feel uncomfortable being interviewed individually.  Madriz (2003, p. 365) 

states that the advantage of focus groups over interviews is that they offer an insight 

into the ‘interactive processes occurring amongst participants.’  More formal interview 

techniques may prevent participants from exploring and generating their own 

questions from the focus issue which can reveal associated issues.  This Focus Group 

method relies upon the researcher demonstrating a degree of flexibility as the group 

may pursue a different but associated line of inquiry. 

It can also reassure individuals that they are not ‘to blame’ for negative feelings and 

experiences, if others feel similar, they can realise that it could be something else at 

fault – and revealing such issues can be empowering.  It can also help participants 

explore and clarify their own thoughts by listening to others’ views of the same issue.  

Wellington (2000, p. 1125) also recognises the advantages of focus groups in members 

stimulating and ‘spark[ing] each other off.’  This could also be a disadvantage if 

participants are easily persuaded by others through lack of confidence and conviction 

in their own beliefs. 
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One of the concerns about focus groups is that of the ‘dominant’ voice, therefore 

when analysing the data gathered from discussions I will distinguish between 

individual opinions in spite of group consensus (Ibid). 

My non-participatory observational role in these groups will allow me to note any non-

verbal communication indicating reluctance to participate because of dominant or 

overpowering individuals.  At this point I would have to reconsider this method of data 

collection and plan a more appropriate or additional method.  The interpersonal 

communications in the form of body language, anecdotes and jokes give a more 

realistic perspective but also ‘highlight sub cultural values or group norms‘ (Kitzinger, 

1995, p. 300).  As an observer I will be able to annotate the recorded session with 

observations of non-verbal communication between participants.  This should allow 

me to analyse the ‘dominance’ factor more accurately.  The importance of this became 

apparent during the PPP.  

The PPP revealed differing forms of communication being used in this less formally 

structured situation.  I have been able to analyse narrative to identify shared, common 

and different knowledge.  My pilot group was a mixture of level 4 and level 5 students 

(due to sufficient participants from one level alone).  Interestingly the level 5 students 

took on a more ‘knowledgeable/experienced’ mentor type role.  This was revealed 

when the level 5 students spoke in a more ‘advisory’ capacity and level 4 students 

passively accepted their more experienced insights.  Hierarchy in the group was not 

something I had predicted as both levels of students were new to the Brookfield (1995) 

approach to reflective practice.  However, the level 5 students were clearly playing the 

role of the experts and believed themselves superior in their understanding of 

reflective practice.  This was a particular concern for me as a ‘non-participant’ observer 

as it became obvious that all students were being misled into believing the level 5 

students’ misconceptions.  My presence and non-intervention may have compounded 

this potential problem as all of the students may have understandably assumed I 

would have corrected any misconceptions.  My ability to reflect-in-action (Schön, 

1983) enabled me to make the decision to address any misconceptions at the end of 

the discussion as I felt it would have been ethically irresponsible to allow the students 

to walk away believing misconceptions which were validated by my non-response. 
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A disadvantage of dominant group dynamics is that the articulation of ‘group norms’ 

could silence individual voices which was tending to happen between the level 4 and 

level 5 students (Kitzinger, 1995, p. 301).  However, the group did facilitate the 

encouragement of the less confident members to feel able to contribute through 

mutual support.  For example, when one member questioned the definition of some 

vocabulary in Brookfield’s (1995) book it became evident that all members of the 

group had the same questions, so they supported each other in clarifying the meaning.  

There were also some insights into student cultural activity during lectures when one 

student revealed that there was always an expectation from tutors for students to 

participate in discussions.  They agreed that it seemed tutors assumed students were 

disinterested when they did not participate; however, it was more likely that they 

were thinking and processing the material they had just been given.  This divergent 

discussion is a feature of the naturally occurring talk and social interaction within focus 

group but as Kamberelis and Dimitriadis (2005, p. 904) state this ‘democratization of 

the research process provides participants with more ownership over it’  

Using existing groups (students from the same cohort and tutors from the same 

academic team) means they can readily relate to each other’s shared experiences, and 

each other’s comments will be related to actual incidents within their shared university 

life (Kitzinger, 1994).  It seems sensible to use a method that is already familiar to 

participants as they are encouraged to make sense of their experiences through a 

‘learning group’ process within the remit of their course programme.  The tutor focus 

group discussion will be based upon their perceptions of students’ understanding of 

the concept of reflection.  The data gathered from both students’ and tutors’ focus 

group discussions can then be compared to establish any similarities or mismatches in 

expectations and application. 

3.6.4 Observations 

There are two different observational techniques taking place within this study.  It 

would be easy to overlook the moderators’ observations taking place during the 

student Focus Discussion Group Forums (FDGF).  However, it is a significant aspect of 

this data collection method.  I took a non-participatory role within the discussions and 

recorded the non-verbal clues that enable a more complete picture of participants’ 
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contributions and reactions.  Listening to recordings and reading transcriptions of 

discussions can be misleading.  The raising of eyebrows, grimaces, smiles, defensive 

body language etcetera, are all revealing indicators of people’s true feelings and are 

important to include in analysing and evaluating dialogic data. 

Peer Learning Through Observation (PLTO) is an initiative used within my institution to 

engage co-tutors to identify and address areas for development and improvement.  

Self-reflection, student evaluation, and institutional initiatives, amongst other drivers, 

enable identification of the objectives for peer observation.  My awareness of factors 

and conditions impacting upon students’ ability to reflect may not be translated within 

my practice.  Therefore it will be important for me to gain my colleagues’ perspectives 

on my ability to nurture ‘reflective opportunities’ within my lectures.  The intention 

behind the peer observation was for my co-tutor to record any apparent opportunities 

I gave within my lecture for students to ‘pause for thought’ and reflect upon the 

material I was providing.  The students were informed about the observation and that 

it was focused upon my practice.  A copy of the observation can be viewed in Appendix 

2. 

3.6.5 ‘Post-it-note’ Responses 

This may seem a somewhat unorthodox method of data collection and admittedly it 

was not a predetermined feature in my initial intentions.  However, within the ‘closing 

stages’ of this investigation I felt that the project would benefit from gaining some 

understanding of how the sample group of students felt about their reflective 

development since starting the course and since partaking in the first Focus Group 

Discussions Forums.  I asked my colleagues to hand the students a letter explaining my 

intentions along with a post it note for their response (Appendix 3).  I felt that it was 

better for me not to be involved in case they felt obliged to engage.  There was always 

the risk of them feeling obliged for other tutors but it was made clear that they did not 

have to.  This spontaneous, quick data collecting method proved to be successful in 

harvesting a large return (100%) and enabling me to gain an understanding of the 

students’ thoughts about the development of their reflective skills. 
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3.7 Ethical Considerations 

The British Educational Research Association (2011, p. 6) guidelines for education 

research have been used as an ethical framework for this study (Appendix 4).  The 

consideration for these guidelines will be demonstrated within the following 

discussion. 

I firstly consider the ethical issues regarding myself as being a central part of this 

research.  My personal and professional thoughts are used to highlight and support 

other perspectives.  As such I expose myself and risk being judged and criticised for my 

contributions.  This is inevitable and I have entered this journey knowing these risks.  

The nature of my profession is that I am answerable to many stakeholders and quality 

assurance initiatives.  This is part of my role as a teacher and researcher; therefore I 

am fully aware and informed of the risks I am taking. 

Pollard (2008) discusses the ethical implications of asking students to reveal their 

reflections as this can be a very personal exercise.  However, there is a need to ensure 

students are aware of the implications of delving into personal issues and try to couch 

their revealed reflections within a professional context.  As a consequence I have a 

responsibility for ensuring the emotional wellbeing of students and would not enter 

into this without knowing there are resources available to support students with any 

unresolved personal issues. 

Pollard (2008, p. 401) also raises the issue that some believe that experience is 

‘personally owned’.  I can understand that taking on sole ownership for the outcomes 

of some negative experiences can result in harmful emotional unease.  I would suggest 

that this introspective, blame-oriented reflective practice is something most of us have 

experienced at some point in our lives.  However, the knowledge of how to take a 

more objective view can be enabling, if this involves better understanding of the issue 

and objective reflection using other perspectives.  Pollard (2008, p. 406) states the 

following: 
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‘The aim of such a reflective practice is not simply a means to personal 
‘improvement’ but rather a reflection upon the conversation with the other 
and an examination of the techniques used prior to the conversation and 
the techniques which develop out of this conversation. It is this conception 
of reflective practice that I believe can not only address issue of ethics but 
can open reflective practice to different ways of writing.’ 

It is worth noting here the thoughts of Brookfield (1995) who recommends 

professionally contextualising reflections to avoid revisiting past personal experiences 

that stir up negative emotions. 

The ethical considerations are continual within the research and as far as possible 

there was explicit reference to any activity that had potential for creating ethical 

problems.  For example, when creating the ground rules for the Focus Group 

discussions I felt it necessary to ask the participants to  

 Be sensitive to group members discussing personal issues and be confidential 

outside of the discussion forum with anything said within it. 

3.7.1 Being Honest 

Being honest and overt about research intentions is ethically important but it is not 

without its problems.  I have extracted a reflective entry in my research diary from the 

beginning of the PPP study (September 2008) which indicates that being honest risked 

repercussions: 
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‘In being totally up front and honest about this project and the motivation for it, I 

was suddenly aware that I was revealing that one of the antecedents for the 

project was recognition of predominantly descriptive writing in their reflective 

portfolios at the end of the first year.  I said that this needed investigation as we 

may have been making too many assumptions about the critical reflective 

capabilities of students generally at this stage in their studies.  This could have 

repercussions if students feel it was unfair to ask them to do something they 

were not prepared for. 

Do I retain my overt approach and be as honest with students as possible? – YES 

– this is an important factor to me; however, I do not wish to unsettle the 

students and make them unsure of their capabilities, but I do want them to know 

there are strategies they can use to help in their development of critical 

reflection.’ 

(KH reflective research diary entry September 2008). 

The PPP study and these personal reflections have proved useful for further 

investigation.  For instance the observation and reflection below caused me a dilemma 

at the time and it meant I had to practise Schön’s (1983) ‘reflection-in-action’ which 

relied upon my tacit knowing and professional judgement. 

‘It became apparent during this discussion that there were some misconceptions 

about terminology.  Two of the students felt very sure that they knew the correct 

definition and spoke with authoritative voices which gave the appearance that 

the other members of the group believed this interpretation. 

My dilemma is that as an observer and knowing that they had been misled with 

incorrect information what do I do?  It would have been unethical to let this go 

without correction; however, I was taking a non-participant moderator role so 

didn’t want to interrupt at the point of discussion.  Therefore, when the 

discussion came to an official end I summarised some of the key points of the 

discussion and clarified the correct definition of the vocabulary they discussed. I 

had to be careful about approaching this as I didn’t want to risk damaging the 

confidence and ego of the students who offered the original explanation.  I want 

them to continue contributing without them feeling constrained by tutors’ 

presence.’  

(KH reflective research diary February 2009) 
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A similar ethical dilemma occurred during A2 on 27th November 2009  (Appendix 5).  

Whilst on practice experience one of the students revealed that she had been counted 

as a supervisory staff member for the adult to child ratios. 

An ethical concern emerged during this discussion.  One student revealed that 

she had been included in the supervisory staff ratio whilst in practice.  I had to 

inform the students after the discussion that unless they had a level 3 

qualification stating they were able to supervise children, they were unable to be 

counted in the staff ratio for supervising children. 

(Extract from KH – tutor/moderator observation notes from Focus Group 

Discussion Forum (FGDF) 27.11.09) 

Ethical issues are situated in experience of doing the research and cannot always be 

anticipated via ethical approval systems.  Therefore doing ethical research is aligned 

with my own ethics of practice.  I have to make decisions based upon my own 

professional judgements about how to act ethically within my practice as a researcher 

and a teacher.  However, as a professional educator these judgements are based upon 

the guidance for educational researchers as outlined by the British Educational 

Research Association (British Educational Research Association, 2011) (Appendix 4). 

Ethical approval was granted for this research project to be completed (Appendix 6). 

3.8 Sample Group 

As previously discussed, the PPP study involved seven participants.  This enabled me to 

establish some important themes emerging from the discussions and helped provide 

some significant learning experiences involving the chosen methods of data collection.  

One issue that emerged was the size and nature of the sample group. 
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‘Only 1 person volunteered to be part of the focus group – possible reasons – 

there is another pilot evaluation programme running alongside this.  The 

students who were selected to be part of the pilot are possibly the students who 

would have volunteered for my research – more motivated, interested and 

making the most of opportunities to improve.  I also believe that the timing of 

this may have been wrong as they had only just come back to uni and could be 

seeing it as unmanageable in their timetables. 

One student apologised to me for not volunteering to be part of the focus group 

because she said ‘I am hopeless at reflecting so I won’t be any use to you’.  This 

made me realise that I may not have been clear in explaining the purpose of the 

group – to gain students’ existing perceptions of reflection and reflective 

practice.’ 

(KH reflective research diary September 2008) 

This made me realise that ideally the whole cohort should have the opportunity of 

being involved in something that would potentially support their studies and the whole 

transition process of adapting to a new pedagogical approach to learning.  It also made 

me realise that the people who had volunteered were the students who were 

achieving well already and explicitly displaying a positive learning disposition through 

readily questioning and interacting.  Therefore this group was not going to give me a 

true representation of the whole cohort and findings could not be generalised. 

Considering the above, and in an attempt to ‘minimize sample bias’ (Morgan, 1997, p. 

35), the decision was made to adapt the ECS programme of study to include time for 

the whole cohort to be involved in a Focus Group Discussion Forum as part of their 

mandatory Practice Experience module each week.  The fact that the groups all 

comprised ECS students meant that each group was homogeneous.  As such, this 

meant that each group member had ECS in common and therefore all students were 

able to contribute to the discussion.  Whilst the homogeneity in background should 

help to make each member of the group more comfortable and enabled, this should 

not be mistaken for homogeneity in attitude and character, which will present unique, 

individual perspectives (Morgan, 1997). 

I and a co-tutor on this module moderated a parallel group each week for the first 3 

weeks (20th November – 4th December 2009) then we both facilitated one group in 



76 
 

week 4 (11th December 2009).  This gave a total of 7 FGDFs involving all available level 

4 ECS students from the 2009-10 cohort (63 students). 

Every week each group (8 groups in total) were given a card explaining the focus for 

that week’s FGDF.  As there were only two tutors available two groups each week were 

facilitated by a tutor and these two groups were recorded and observed.  The other 6 

groups independently facilitated their own FGDF, rotating the role of the moderator 

between group members on a weekly basis.  Each group comprised an average of 8 

students: they were formed by ‘informed’ self-selection.  Morgan (1997, p. 63) 

discusses the importance of ‘group to group validation’ which will enable me to 

consider any common and consistent levels of energy such as: boredom; excitement, 

which will support the analysis and evaluation process. 

For the first 4 weeks of the students joining the course they formed a ‘learning group’ 

each week consisting of different members.  This meant that each student had the 

experience of working with different people each week.  They were then able to reflect 

upon this experience and decide who they worked best with.  By this self-selection 

stage students have built a collegiality amongst themselves and have formed quite 

close bonds on the basis that they understand the importance of supporting and 

trusting each other.  At this stage there has rarely been a problem with students not 

finding a group. 

I introduced the students to my research using a Powerpoint presentation outlining 

the main stimulus and purpose of the enquiry (Appendix 7).  Also the cohort was 

introduced to Stephen Brookfield’s (1995) theory of critical reflection through a 

demonstration of the four lenses.  Every student was given a letter explaining my 

research, complete with consent form (Appendix 8).  I explained the information in the 

letter and asked the students to consider the details before signing and if they 

required any further information or clarification from me they would be welcome to 

contact me individually.  It was also explained to all students that they would all 

experience the FGFD strategy regardless of them giving consent to have their 

contribution to the discussions used as data within the research project.  All signed 

consent forms are contained in a safe place and will be kept for any future reference. 
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3.9 Research intentions 

The following points were raised as considerations emerging from the data from the 

Preparatory Pilot Project (PPP): 

 Effective Reflection is reliant upon learning from experience. 

o If students have minimal experience to reflect upon, or indeed have not 

been used to learning through experience this will have a big impact 

upon their ability to use reflection to support their understanding 

 Level 4 is a transition from one pedagogical culture to another. 

o  there needs to be some consideration for the transition from one set of 

expectations to another – if students get to understand the 

constructivist philosophy they will gain a better understanding of 

learning through this paradigm. 

 The complexities of the study of Early Childhood 

o If our reflections are reliant upon our professional values and beliefs 

Early Childhood students have multi-professional philosophies and 

beliefs from which to establish their own philosophical stance – not just 

education but also sociology, health, psychology – a holistic approach. 

 The strength of the Focus Group Discussion Forum for underpinning reflective 

discourse. 

o Invaluable tool through which students have identified its strength and 

pointed out how it has helped them to move forward with their 

thinking. 

Taking inspiration from the evidence provided from the PPP study for this thesis (see 

introductory section for further details), and adapting the Barrett and Whitehead 

(1985) model to reflect the PAAR method of Action Research, a reframing of the 

enquiry is necessary, reformulating my research focus in light of the evaluations made 

from the PPP. 

My findings tell me – That ECS students are being assessed on their ability to reflect 

upon their experiences and the sample group demonstrated little understanding of the 

concept of reflection within this context or possession of the skills to enable them to 

be successful. 
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Why am I concerned? - because it is essential for all Early Childhood professionals to 

develop reflective dispositions.  Loughran (2002, p. 35) believes that ‘experience alone 

does not lead to learning; reflecting on experience is essential’.  Brookfield (1995, p. 

266) also discusses the problems of a lack of critical reflection in practice.  He believes 

that it can lead to an attitude of indifference and assumption about our experiences 

outside the workplace ‘serving no wider social purpose’.  Complacency is not a quality 

encouraged within our students, therefore as tutors we have to endeavour to 

encourage the development of reflective dispositions. 

What do I think I could do about it?  Adapt my current practice and create a learning 

environment that is conducive to developing reflective thinking and dispositions within 

ECS Students through the use of Focus Group methodology for focussed and facilitated 

discussion forums. 

What kind of evidence could I collect to help me make some judgement about what 

is happening?  I intend to audio record each FGDF (each student in the 09-10 cohort 

will participate and have the right to request their quotes are not used in the report) 

and use data from the transcriptions of these discussions to analyse and evaluate the 

development of reflective thinking using a definition based upon my current 

understanding of reflective practice.  This thinking is informed by the theorists 

identified in Figure 2 -The Theory Tree (p25) based upon established theoretical 

perspectives which inform the following key points: 

 Intellectual curiosity for issues arising from experiences and a desire to solve 

problems; 

 a depth of thinking that uses existing knowledge to evaluate new abstract 

concepts; 

 an ability to critically examine issues using different perspectives. 

3.9.1 How the data were collected 

Having identified the success of the tutor facilitated Focus Group Discussion Forum as 

an effective pedagogic approach to support reflective thinking and discussion I will be 

using a ‘multi-foci/layered’ approach.  Each planned session (20 minutes each) will 

provide the audio recordings of the focused group discussions which will be 



79 
 

transcribed; plus each week the tutor moderators of the groups will make 

observational notes (as non-participants) to establish the effectiveness of the FGDFs.  

These observations will be discussed between the co-tutors in an evaluative post FGDF 

debrief.  To establish ECS students’ understanding of the concept of Reflection and 

Reflective Practice, the first FGDF asks the groups to discuss the following:- 

1. For the first ten minutes discuss what you think the word ‘Reflection’ means in 

this (HE) learning context. 

(Purpose – to establish whether students have an understanding of 

reflection/reflective practice) 

2. For the next ten minutes discuss your reflections on the task you had to do for 

this module during field week. 

(Purpose – to establish whether students can apply their understanding of 

reflection/reflective practice) 

3. After the discussion- start working on your draft for your reflective account for 

this module task. 

(Purpose – to encourage students to use the experience of the focus group 

discussion and peers’ perspectives to support the documentation of their 

reflections) 

The second FGDF had the following focus: 

4. Take it in turns to discuss the key points of your draft reflective account for this 

module task. 

(Purpose – to develop trust and collegiality within the groups and support their 

understanding of the value in developing a community of practice) 

5. As a group develop a list of examples of what you have identified as 

demonstrating reflective thinking/practice. 

(Purpose – to enable students to recognise reflective practice and reflect upon 

their own ability to use it to make sense of their experiences) 

6. After the discussion – independently use these key points to edit your draft and 

make improvements. 

(Purpose – To support students to reflect, improve and gain a better 
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understanding about strategies used for demonstrating reflective 

thinking/practice) 

The third FGDF had the following focus: 

 Please read the sample of the reflective account written by an ECS student at 

level 5 of their studies, and discuss the following points:- 

a. What do you think about this reflective account? 

b. Has the writer been reflective and where can you identify reflective 

thinking/practice? 

c. Can you identify any areas in the writing that could have been 

strengthened by further reflection? 

d. What strategies has the writer used to help their reflections? 

e. Will this task help you in your reflective account writing? 

(Purpose – To see if students can recognise why this sample of writing had 

been judged as a very good reflective account) 

The fourth FGFD had the following focus: 

 Reflect upon your first semester on the course and discuss how you feel you 

have developed both personally and professionally.  Try to give some 

examples of why you have developed and what strategies/activities have 

helped you to progress. 

(Purpose – to observe whether students had progressed in their reflective 

thinking and also formed stronger collegial relationships to support each 

other). 

Each week the tutor moderators will be noting the following: 

 how students are managing the transition into HE and a social constructivist 

pedagogical approach to learning 

 if the FGDF support the development of a reflective discourse 
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3.9.2 Considerations  

Morgan (1997, p. 63) discusses that there is often little focus upon the ‘microdynamics 

of the interaction process in focus groups’; 

‘The body language and non-verbal communication amongst the pilot group was 

very interesting.  However, it is easy to make assumptions about how people are 

behaving from their non-verbal language.  One of the students commented upon 

how tutors make a lot of assumptions, especially about students not interacting 

in seminars.  One group member said that it annoyed her when tutors expressed 

their disappointment when students didn’t contribute to discussion, but 

explained that it wasn’t because they were disinterested it was because they 

needed time to think about what had been said before making a comment.’ 

(KH comment in reflective research diary April 2009) 

Involving my colleague, who is a co- tutor on the ECS module who moderates the 

FGDFs, will enable me to use her insights and observations of not only the content of 

the discussions but also the non-verbal communication that could offer additional 

support to interpretations.  Krueger and Casey (2009, p. 127) warn about the dangers 

of trying to interpret body language.  The previous research diary extract demonstrates 

this.  A laugh, for instance, could be interpreted by some as finding something funny in 

a supportive way or it could just as well be someone being ‘dismissive and cynical’.  

These types of observations will only be used if there is no doubt about the purpose 

and intention of the behaviour observed. 

The issue of the ‘dominant voice’ within the pilot group discussions prompted me to 

be more proactive with establishing some ground rules prior to the discussions taking 

place. 

‘Some students took control of the discussion and took on the role of the more 

knowledgeable.  Other students were asking their advice and seemed to bow to 

their superior knowledge.  It would be beneficial to analyse the group dynamics.’ 

(KH reflective research diary March 2009) 

The following ground rules were given to the whole cohort during a key note address 

explaining the research project and the organisation of the Focus Discussion Groups.  
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They were also placed on the table prior to each discussion to remind each group of 

the rules. 

 Each member of the groups should have the chance to speak 

 Please be aware of being too dominant and not allowing others to discuss 

their opinion 

 Please appreciate that others may have a different opinion than you have 

 Be sensitive to group members discussing personal issues and be very 

confidential outside of the discussion forum with anything said within it 

 Try to stay focused on the focus issue 
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4 Data Presentation and Discussion 

4.1 Data Analysis 

Wellington (2000) suggests that the most rational approach to analysing qualitative 

data is to use a combination of ‘pre-established’ (a priori) and ‘emerging’ (a posteriori) 

categories.  This appears to be a natural occurrence in my analysis process.  The a 

priori categories were an existing part of my reflective construct derived from my 

knowledge of the theory.  The a posteriori are derived from the inductive process. 

Krueger and Casey (2009, p. 114) discuss the implications of analysing focus group 

discussion data and ‘often the complexity of the analysis stops the novice researcher 

cold’.  However much it perplexes me, the intention here is to provide ‘practical, 

systematic and verifiable’ analysis. 

‘I’ve just listened to the two first FGDFs for the second time.  It’s difficult to 

detach myself – I need to take an objective stance but I am part of this inquiry 

and the comments about how the organisation / structure and content of the 

programme are impacting upon the students is in need of consideration – after 

all I am the course leader.  This is a multi-layered, complex task.  I need to make 

notes about commonalities between the two groups discussing the same thing 

but also note down any significant issues arising as incidentals.  These incidentals 

- or unforeseen occurrences - are what make this research unpredictable and 

interesting.’ 

(KH reflective thought 8th August 2010) 

Weighing up the potential benefit of documenting the ‘additional’ discoveries is 

important.  The main aim is to continually remember and be guided by the purpose of 

the inquiry.  In this case there is a different purpose for each set of FGDFs, therefore 

the purpose will be made explicit and data relating to this purpose will be extracted 

and evaluated.  However, I will also give some attention to significant revelations that 

could have an impact upon the overall aim of this research – to  

‘Support the Development of Reflective Dispositions in ECS students’. 
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As previously discussed, the FGDFs will provide data to explore the question: 

Are FGDFs an effective strategy for encouraging and developing reflective thinking and 

discourse amongst ECS students? 

Students’ discussion points will be extracted to provide verifiable evidence of my 

interpretations.  The tutor moderator’s observations and comments will be used as 

supportive evidence. In addition my own voice as a researcher (Researcher’s 

perspective) will form part of the commentary within each summary table.  However, 

my intention here is for the details within the FGFD summary tables to be read as 

highlights emerging from the analysis and a more critical evaluation will be presented 

in section 4.5.   Every effort will be taken ‘to avoid the trap of selective perception’ 

(Krueger & Casey, 2009, p. 115).  Human nature can lead us into avoiding or selecting 

certain points that appeal to our own position and agenda.  This is difficult to avoid 

when professional and personal experience have formed that position.  Therefore it is 

essential to keep a trail of evidence to verify findings. 

‘I am once again faced with a plethora of theories and information about 

different forms of analysis!  I realise the importance of justifying my actions; I 

want my research to be taken seriously and viewed as credible and valid, 

however, choosing the correct ‘pigeon hole’ is quite a stressful responsibility.’ 

(KH Reflective Thought April 2011)  

Ryan and Bernard (2000) discuss the ideas of Tesch (1990) who distinguishes between 

the ‘linguistic and the ‘sociological’ traditions of text analysis.  For the purpose of this 

research I will be using free flowing text from the transcriptions of the FGDFs as a 

‘window into human experience’ (Ryan & Bernard, 2000, p. 769).  Therefore it will fall 

into the sociological tradition.  I will use content analysis to identify appropriate 

themes informed by the theoretical underpinnings of this study and my own 

ontological and epistemological position.  The most feasible category of interpretive 

analysis method for my purpose appears to be ‘Grounded Theory’.  As Ryan and 

Bernard (2000, p. 785) state that, ‘grounded theory is concerned with the discovery of 

data-induced hypotheses.’ 
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Grounded theorizing involves a process combining both inductive and deductive 

analysis.  Patton (2002, p. 453) explains that ‘inductive analysis involves discovering 

patterns themes and categories in one’s data’.  Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 326) state 

that: 

‘This method is inductive in the sense that findings are derived from data.  
It’s deductive in the sense the concept and the linking statements are 
interpretative; that is, constructed by the analyst from data.’ 

4.2 Focus Group Discussion Forums  

(All FGDF transcripts and tutor observations are available in Appendix 5) 

‘How am I going to present the data?  I’ve tried putting it into a table but it’s just 

not working.  There are too many variables and too much information to put in 

some columns making the whole table look disjointed and not easy to read.  I’m 

probably trying to be too clever – just present each FGDF data under consistent 

headings in a narrative format.’ 

(KH reflective thought 10th August 2010) 

How silly!  I am sometimes so immersed in this that I only see the trees and not 

the wood.  Having allowed for some thinking space over night it is obvious that I 

adapt Brookfield’s four lenses theory.  After all I have collected the perspectives 

of my students, my colleague, myself and from literature.  I will display the first 

three perspectives here then combine the literature lens within the discussion to 

evaluate. 

(KH reflective thought 11th August 2010). 

Patton (2002, p. 434) states that as an analyst of Focus Group data I have a 

responsibility to: 

‘Do your very best with your full intellect to fairly represent the data and 
communicate what the data reveal given the purpose of the study.’ 

Krueger and Casey (2009) discuss the need to focus upon the purpose of the study to 

enable the analysis of the data manageable.  Once again the overall purpose of this 

study is to establish ‘how I can support the development of reflective dispositions 

and encourage a reflective culture within ECS students’.  Therefore I am looking for 

emerging themes that resonate with my current understanding of the situation 

derived from the experience of the PPP and the theoretical framework underpinning 
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this study.  At the same time I need to be aware that alternative themes may emerge 

that are unexpected. 

4.2.1 FGDF – Data presentation - Summary Tables 

Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4 below display the details of each FGDF with: 

 the focus of the discussion; 

 the specific and general purpose of the discussion; 

 key points arising from my personal observations as the researcher; 

 key points arising from observations of my colleague and myself as 

moderators of the FGDFs, and  

 key points arising from my analysis of the student discussions with quotations 

to support. 

 

FGDF 20th November 2009 

Groups A1 and B1 

Discussion Focus 

 For the first ten minutes discuss what you think the word ‘Reflection’ means 

in this learning context? 

 For the next ten minutes discuss your reflections on the task you had to do for 

ECST1100 in field week 

After the discussion group, start working independently on your draft for your 

reflective account for ECST1100 in your Practitioner Options Portfolio (POP) 

Purpose 

Specific 

 to establish whether students have an understanding of reflection/reflective 

practice 

 to establish whether students can apply their understanding of reflection/ 

 reflective practice 

General 

 are FGDFs an effective way of encouraging reflective discourse and developing 

reflective dispositions in ECS students? 
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Researcher Perspective 

 There was a discomfort and nervousness amongst the students to begin with: 

long pauses and giggling.  This was the first FGDF and they were all very 

conscious of the voice recorder and the tutor making notes – something they all 

needed to become used to before relaxing.  This made me realise that unlike 

the pilot group who became more relaxed over subsequent meetings, these 

groups were only going to be meeting with the tutor/moderator once – a 

different group each week.  It is likely that we will experience this awkwardness 

at each FGDF.  This may constrain the objective to establish if this is an effective 

strategy for developing reflective discussion. 

 Data from FGDF 27.11.09 Group A2 – students were very concerned that they 

were getting both positive and negative points across in their reflective 

accounts and seemed to think that if they didn’t get negatives then it wasn’t 

proper reflection. 

Evidence from Moderator Observations 

 Transcriptions from both groups provide evidence that students were relaying 

their experience more than evaluating it.  However, there was some evidence 

in group A1 that they were supporting each other to do so from questioning; A1 

65 -‘Did anyone have like difficulties finding hazards?’  A1 110 – ‘ but then do 

you think by warning her that you were going to do it that day she should have 

made sure it was ok?’A1 154 – ‘How did everyone find the questionnaire?’ 

 Groups became much more relaxed and animated in part 2 of discussion – they 

compared and contrasted experiences and were happier to contribute 

Emerging Themes with evidence from Students’ Voices 

 
 Students’ emotions and personal feelings appear predominant initially. 

A1 16…’when I first started doing it. it would always be ‘today we did blah-blah-

blah’, and I’d just write what we did rather than reflective.  Whereas now I kind 

of write what we did and then how I feel about it.  But at the end it always said, 

‘been a bit stressed’ or (laughter) ‘today not so stressed’’ 

 Assumptions are made upon a limited perspective. 

B1 34 -‘Yes, like one child that I was with she was digging in the sandpit and 
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then putting it in a cup.  And I said, what are you doing, she said, oh I’m making 

chips.  But you have chips don’t you at the seaside, that’s what I thought about 

when I read back.  So I think that’s where she’s picked it up from.’ 

 Recognising changes in learning habits – transformation of learning 

B1 73-‘We’re reflecting all the time I think but we hadn’t even thought about it 

until we actually sat down to start reflecting and we all do it.  But we thought 

we weren’t doing it.  But in fact we are because we go home and think about 

what they’ve done and think about why did they do that and then, oh well they 

did that because of that.’ 

 Practical Experience Valued and Necessary – students agreed that they had 

gained much confidence having done 1 week in practice and were able to 

reflect much better now having had this experience 

B1 27-..’because for like when we went in it was like we’re just doing 

observations, but then when you look back at it and look into more detail you 

realise why you’re doing it and what you need to get out of them rather than 

just saying, oh well we’ve done them and that’s it.’ 

 Espoused Theory –when ‘reflecting upon experience in part 2 of the discussion 

they weren’t using the strategies they spoke about when defining reflective 

practice in part 1 of the discussion. 

 

Part 1 

B1 4- ‘How you feel about what you do and how um…’ 

B1 5- ‘ I think its thinking about something that you’ve done and thinking how 

to do it better.’ 

B1 7- ‘Looking back on what you’ve done.’ 

B1 27- ‘Because for like when we went in it was like we’re just doing 

observations, but then when you look back at it and look into more detail you 

realise why you’re doing it and what you need to get out of them rather than 

just saying, oh well we’ve done them and that’s it.’ 

A1 3- ‘Well I suppose like especially with this it’s like gaining experiences and 

thinking about them and thinking what you can do better, so you can improve 

with what you’re doing.  But also to see what qualities you’ve got as well.’ 
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Part 2 

A1 206 – ‘Did you ask for the Health and Safety policy?’ 

A1 207- ‘Well they just said oh it’s up there on the wall.  And I was like, okay, 

and kind of wrote down as much as I could.’ 

Table 1: FGDF Groups A1 and B1, 20th November 2009 

FGDF 27th November 2009 

Groups A2 and B2 

Discussion Focus 

 Take it in turns to discuss the key points of your draft reflective account for 

ECST1100 task  

 As a group develop a list of examples of what you have identified as 

demonstrating reflective thinking / practice 

 After the Focus Group Discussion, independently use these key points to edit 

your draft and make improvements. 

Purpose 

Specific 

 to develop trust and collegiality within the groups and support their 

understanding of the value in developing a community of practice 

 to enable students to recognise reflective practice and reflect upon their own 

ability to use it to make sense of their experiences 

General 

 Are FGDFs an effective way of encouraging reflective discourse and developing 

reflective dispositions in ECS students? 

Researcher Perspective 

 What was very apparent throughout this session was that one student was 

particularly worried that she had done it ‘wrong’ and she kept asking questions 

for reassurance.  The group was all very supportive and seemed to realise that 

they were able to help.  However, the advice given wasn’t necessarily correct – 

this does raise an issue about some dominant group members seeming to know 

and the other group members believing them. 
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Evidence from Moderator Observations 

 ‘Pause at the beginning after I read the task twice.  Some students wanted to 

make notes before talking.  B9 started to talk first about her draft, following 

B10 prompted by a reference to her draft.  All students listen attentively to 

each other checking out with guidelines about references to sources/theory.  

Checking that the question – ‘Am I being Reflective?’  Supportive nodding and 

checking out validating each other’s work.  Reading out points from account – 

other students make notes too.  Group dynamic became quite animated, 

involved and supportive.  All acknowledging the challenge of reflecting for this 

task.’ 

 This group compared experience and compared written reflections well – they 

kept asking each other if they had reflected. 

 At first the group seemed awkward again but not as uncomfortable as groups 

A1 and B1 last week.  They did appear to have a good working relationship as a 

group – supporting each other through vocabulary and reassuring sounds and 

laughter – but not nervous laughter – encouraging laughter. 

Emerging Themes with evidence from Students’ Voices 

 
 Perception of Reflection  

A2 125-‘So what are the things as reflective thinking do we think?’ 

A2 126-‘Looking at the good and bad points.’ 

A2 130- ‘yeah – the fact we could actually realise the good and the bad points, 

those are reflective.  Because we’ve actually explained why we think it’s a good 

point or why we think it’s a bad point, and it’s just reflecting on our own 

knowledge and understanding of things.’ 

B2 116- ‘…and then linking into that I put why risk assessments and things are 

important and I’ve made a reference then to the Child Accident Prevention 

Trust stating that 2 million children are taken into hospital every year after 

having accidents, which I thought was quite kind of key to what I was trying to 

discuss.  But again I kind of struggled to reflect on that.  I’ve just kind of put it in 

as a point and just provided why it’s important for a setting to do risk 

assessments…’ 
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 Supportive empathic forum 

B2 49- ‘did you link that into any references? 

B2 50 – ‘I linked to security and with the EYFS because the security was very 

good to get into the setting, the children couldn’t go home with anybody but 

the three people that the parents had named when they registered the child at 

the setting.  And the EYFS states only release children into the care of 

individuals named by the parent.  I just linked it into that.’ 

B2 55 – ‘has anybody else put any references in?’ 

B2 56 – ‘Yeah, one from the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 which 

was for giving children opportunity to have suitable nutrition meals.  So it’s the 

school’s responsibility to follow that framework, so at lunchtime obviously 

making sure that the choices are healthy.’ 

B2 60- ‘have you reflected on that?’ 

B2 61- ‘Um, no (laughs)’ 

B2 206 – ‘I’m just still unsure of whether I’m actually reflecting.’ 

B2 207-‘Yeah you are because you’re putting, like ‘I feel’, and ‘I came to realise’ 

and ‘I would think of’…’ 

B2 209- ‘I was conscious of that and I didn’t know how many I’s were 

acceptable.’ 

 Students’ need to do it ‘right’. 

A2 139 - ‘I don’t feel I’ve done it right now’ 

A2 140 – ‘Why though -  In your eyes you’ve reflected on your experiences’ 

 Nature of task determining the ability/inability to reflect. 

B2 198- ‘I do feel like this has been really hard to reflect about.  Like I started 

doing my Tuning Into Children one because I thought well whilst I’m on a roll I’ll 

do it.  And I found that quite a lot easier to reflect on it.’ 
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B2 201-‘I think we’ve done theory that links in with the Tuning Into Children 

where this is kind of stuff we’ve worked on our own and just within the group, 

haven’t got theories linking to it.’ 

Table 2: FGDF Groups A2 and B2, 27th November 2009 

FGDF 4th December 2009 

Groups A3 and B3 

Discussion Focus 

This week please read the sample of the reflective accounts done by an ECS student 

from level 5. 

Discuss the following points: 

 What do you think about these reflective accounts? 

 Has the writer been reflective and where can you identify reflective thinking / 

practice? 

 Can you identify any areas in the writing that could have been strengthened 

by further reflection? 

 What strategies has the writer used to help in his / her reflections? 

Will this task help you in your reflective account writing? 

  



93 
 

Purpose 

Specific 

 To see if students can recognise why this sample of writing had been judged as 

a very good reflective account 

General 

 Are FGDFs an effective way of encouraging reflective discourse and developing 

reflective dispositions in ECS students? 

Researcher Perspective 

 Students did think that this was a good example of a reflective account and 

some were reflective about that decision:- 

B3 215-‘It’s good to see as well, she’s used lot of different books but they’re 

actually kind of all the same level.  So there’s like, and then professionals 

leadership role and responsibilities.  So they intertwine with each other but 

people are going to be saying different things.  That’s one thing I didn’t think of, 

because I thought once I’ve got one, I can get a good quote for different things 

but actually you don’t find a direct quote.’ 

 However, both groups were quite critical about the accounts – some more 

constructive criticisms than others. 

A3 111-‘she’s just saying what everyone else is thinking not what she’s actually 

thinking herself.’ 

Evidence from Moderator Observations 

 Students were constructively critical about the accounts B3 27-‘I think it could 

be strengthened if she used examples.  Because it seems, particularly this bit, I 

know she talks about their own personality traits as being a team worker but 

it’s not very… it doesn’t seem very personal or very reflective.’ 

 A3 24-‘she’s being reflective because she’s saying like what she’s learnt from it 

and how it’s going to help her in her future’ 

 The difference between A3 and B3 is that A3 did not appear to have done any 

preparatory reading of the accounts prior to the discussion.  All groups had the 
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opportunity to do this and B3 were very prepared for the discussion.  They had 

even annotated the accounts ready to draw specific points out to discuss. 

 There was evidence from both groups that the dynamics of the groups make a 

difference to the quality of the discussion.  The learner characteristics of the 

individuals may be a factor, and it is possible that like-minded people often join 

together in the same group.  Previous experience as a tutor (only anecdotal) 

leads me to believe this to be the case.  Often students who are operating at a 

below average standard will group together for assessed group work and 

invariably end up with the lowest grade over all of the groups.  Likewise the 

same happens with A grade students. 

 The above point actually brings into question the effectiveness of the task I 

asked them to do.  If a group are generally unable to recognise good practice or 

high standard of academic writing because of their lack of understanding how 

will this task help without some guidance? 

 This is why as the moderator of this group (A3) I felt the need to interact and 

demonstrate why the account was awarded a high grade so that they did not 

leave the discussion wondering. 

Emerging Themes with evidence from Students’ Voices 

 Group dynamics and learner competence can make a difference to the ability 

to reflect and develop a reflective discourse 

Tutor/moderator note: This group seemed more attuned to each other than A3 – they 

were interacting a lot more and had prepared for the discussion well.  They all seemed 

to be motivated and wanted to achieve something from this experience. 

 A student recognition for the importance of the personal element in reflective 

accounts 

B3 88- ‘I like that one better because it talks about her feelings a lot more and 

what she thinks is important.’ 

A3 90-‘and she has like talked about her a little bit, but like a lot of it is 

references and like other people’s views of it.’ 

A3 92-‘not really her views is it?’ 
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A3 93-‘No, there is some but there does seem to be a lot of like references in it, 

and theory, in theory and stuff.  So it’s like she is showing like everyone’s views 

but like it needs to be hers as well’ 

B3 155-‘But I think as our first set of observations and first things it’s good to 

reflect on personal because if you can pick things out of what you’ve 

done…because it’s like I was just writing about mine, and thinking it’s a 

bit…isn’t it.  She said like you need to learn through experiences and things 

about children.  That’s what I quoted in my account.’ 

Table 3: FGDF 4th December 2009 

FGDF 11th December 2009 

Groups A4 and B4  

(combined to form one group due to absenteeism) Discussion Focus 

 Reflect upon your first semester on the course and discuss how you feel you 

have developed both personally and professionally.  Try to give some 

examples of why you have developed and what strategies / activities have 

helped you to progress. 

Purpose 

Specific 

 to observe if students had progressed in their reflective thinking and also 

formed stronger collegial relationships to support each other 

General 

 Are FGDFs an effective way of encouraging reflective discourse and 

developing reflective dispositions in ECS students? 
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Researcher Perspective 

 This was an interesting meeting.  I was a little anxious that this might not work 

well as I made the decision to amalgamate two groups.  There had been a lot of 

absenteeism due to illness (typical for this stage in the new academic year).  

The two groups combining may have been reluctant to contribute as honestly 

and open as they have been within their own focus groups.  This was not the 

case.  The two groups gelled well and demonstrated collegiality.  The mood was 

buoyant and jovial and the members of this group seemed to enjoy this 

discussion. 

Evidence from Moderator Observations 

 The room we were given for this FGDF was not ideal.  There were no tables and 

the students sat in an ‘L’ shape along two of the walls.  This meant that there 

wasn’t a huge amount of direct eye contact.  Generally body language was 

relaxed and open.  There were a couple of long uncomfortable pauses in the 

discussion when one topic seemed to have reached a natural end.  I had to then 

facilitate another prompt which set the discussion off in full swing again. 

 There was evidence of reflective practice and identification that professional 

and personal values play a big part in those reflections.  The reflections were 

not of a critical standard, however, there was potential for this to improve. 

AB4 126 – ‘ And dinner time was really good at the private nursery.  Like 

there’d be a table with about 8 children round and then there had to be one 

adult at each table.  And they had to have a knife and fork and spoon and it had 

to be laid out as if they were like really at a restaurant to teach them table 

manners.  And they weren’t allowed to leave the table unless they were told.  

And they were really like …but here like at this school I’m at now they just kind 

of sit at the table with their lunch boxes and do what they want and they throw 

food at each other.  Like I find myself like telling them off more than the 

supervisors sometimes.  And I’m like ‘say please’, or I’ll go round with the milk 

and say, ‘do you want some milk’ and they’re like, ‘yeah’.  I’m like, ‘yes what?’  

And they’re like, ‘yes please’.  And you just encourage manners don’t you? I’m 

like that with everyone.’ 
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Emerging Themes with evidence from Students’ Voice 

 Recognising a newly gained confidence 

AB4 9- ‘Personally I’ve got a lot more confident through doing presentations 

and stuff.’ 

AB4 49 – ‘ I think I work in placement as for like professionalism type thing, like 

I take into consideration a lot more than what I did when I was at college and 

things like that.’ 

AB4 55 – ‘ Yes, it’s just like the way you talk to people as well isn’t it, and you 

try and make a lot more… or ask a lot more questions than what I used to.  It’s 

given me a lot more confidence to actually go to my supervisor and be like, well 

why are you doing this….’ 

 Feeling valued as a student 

AB4 59- ‘I think they take you a lot more seriously now …Like because I wasn’t 

actually on placement I just went voluntary two afternoons a week to the 

school all through my second year of sixth form and I just did it because I 

wanted to get some experience, because I’d read about this course and you 

had to have experience.  And then like when I was there they kind of just like 

shoved you in a corner…’ 

AB4 79 –‘….And she just took me really seriously because I’m a degree student.’ 

AB4 91 –‘…And so there was just this one main person that was in there and 

every days she was… like at lunch she’d be like, have you got any questions so 

far.  And at the end of the day she was like, anything you need doing I’ll do it 

because I’m here all week.’ 

 The effectiveness of learning group activities 

AB4 141 – ‘I mean because I didn’t really know you guys did I?  And like then 

the one day we had like a debate didn’t we and I was on your table and we 

were like, wow we get on really well and we worked together as a team really 

well.  So that was like… so I ended up kind of coming away from my friends as 

such and coming into this group and I think it works really well.’ 
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 Recognition that ‘friendship’ groups are not necessarily most effective 

AB4 150 – ‘Our learning group, they’re not here (laughter).  We do all get on 

really well don’t we and we work well, but it’s just…’ 

AB4 152 – ‘We go off task a bit though really.’ 

AB4 153 – ‘We’re like a bunch of friends aren’t we; we just like go out clubbing.’ 

AB4 154 – ‘Yeah, we’re more likely to go for a drink than anything.  We do get 

the work done don’t we, but sometimes it feels like it’s just a bit….’ 

AB4 156 – ‘I mean…and then like when we’ve got half an hour left we’re like, 

‘we’ve got to do it now’.’ 

AB4 182 – ‘…like personally I’m glad that I didn’t go with my friends, like close 

friends, because I know for a fact, and we all said as a group we would just 

mess around, go to the pub and stuff.  But like even though we’re quite close as 

friends we still kind of just get on with it.  So I’m glad I didn’t go with my really 

close friends and stuff.’ 

AB4 187 – ‘You have to learn from these things don’t you? 

Table 4: FGDF Groups A3 and B3, 11th December 2009 
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4.2.2 Key Points emerging from Student FGDFs 

Theme based on theoretical perspectives: 

SELF AWARENESS/ IDENTITY 

Overview of the key points emerging from the four student FGDFs 

Students’ emotions and personal feelings appear predominant initially. 

A student regard for the importance of the personal element in reflective accounts. 

 Does this suggest that their Autobiographical Lens is the most natural to support 

them in the development of their reflective disposition?  This also raises questions 

about the need for students to be self-aware. 

Recognising a newly gained confidence  

 Students compared this experience with previous pre HE experiences 

 Students discussed how they acted and were treated more like professionals 

Feeling valued as a student 

Students spoke about a different attitude from placements and linked it to the 

importance of being a ‘degree’ student 

Theme based on theoretical perspectives: 

STUDENTS’ PERCEPTION OF THE CONCEPT OF REFLECTION/REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

Overview of the key points emerging from the four student FGDFs 

Assumptions are made upon limited perspectives. 

 Evidence of Dewey’s (1910) natural resource of ‘suggestion’ to make sense of what 

was observed, being used.  However, by only using this perspective, from a 

personal viewpoint, there is an assumption that this is the reason for the child’s 

behaviour.  Does this mean that students find it difficult to use more than one 

perspective initially?   Does it also support the previous thought, that initially 

reflections are based predominantly upon personal ‘autobiographical’ 

perspectives? Do students understand the need to view the holistic needs of the 

child?  Is this linked to the PPP findings that the multi- disciplinary nature of ECS 

makes reflections more complex? 
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Espoused Theory -  applying knowledge 

 When ‘reflecting upon actual experience students were not using the strategies 

they spoke about when defining reflective practice earlier in the discussion. 

 Perception of  reflection  

 as  being critical (looking at positive and negative aspects) and  needing support 

from theory  

 Nature of task determining the ability/inability to reflect. 

Students suggested it was easier to reflect upon a task that had already been prepared 

for with theoretical perspectives 

Theme based on theoretical perspectives: 

TRANSFORMATION IN LEARNING 

Overview of the key points emerging from the four student FGDFs 

Recognising changes in learning habits – transformation of learning 

 Students felt that they were being reflective all of the time by continually thinking 

about what had happened in practice during that day 

Student recognition that ‘friendship’ groups are not necessarily most effective 

 This demonstrates an ability to reflect upon experience and make changes for 

improvement 

Group dynamics and learner competence can make a difference to the ability to reflect 

and develop a reflective discourse 

 ‘This group of students all seemed to be motivated and wanted to achieve 

something from this experience’ 

Theme based on theoretical perspectives: 

DEVELOPING A PROFESSIONAL ARTISTRY 

Overview of the key points emerging from the four student FGDFs 

Practical Experience Valued and Necessary  

  students agreed that they had gained much confidence having done 1 week in 

practice and were able to reflect much better now having had this experience 
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Students’ need to do it ‘right’. 

 Could this be indicative of their previous learning experiences requiring a correct 

answer? 

Theme based on theoretical perspectives: 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF DIALOGUE 

Overview of the key points emerging from the four student FGDFs 

Supportive empathic forum 

 homogeneity through experience of same task  

The effectiveness of learning group activities 

 Students discussed the motivation and support they gained from working together 

in a learning group 

Table 5: Key Points emerging from student FGDFs 

These findings are significant in informing future programmes of study and practice 

within the Centre for Early Childhood at this institution and are transferable to other 

similar contexts.  The combination of the key findings is what makes this study 

valuable.  There seems to be less misconception about what reflection/reflective 

practice means compared to the PPP group who took literal meanings of the words 

and admitted they had never used it in a learning context previous to starting 

university.  This was probably because the FGFDs’ sample group had been introduced 

to the concept of reflective practice and the theory of Brookfield (1995), prior to the 

FGFDs taking place.  There is evidence here to suggest that students think they know 

what reflection and reflective practice are, and they use appropriate vocabulary to 

define it.  However, when asked to apply their knowledge about reflective practice, 

they became less confident and required reassurance that they were being reflective. 

There are some similarities between the findings of the PPP and this sample group. 
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Preparatory Pilot Project (PPP) 

Key Findings 

Links to the FGFD Findings 

Effective reflection is reliant upon 

learning from experience. 

If students have minimal experience to 

reflect upon, or indeed have not been 

used to, learning through experience this 

will have a big impact upon their ability to 

use reflection to support their 

understanding  

Practical experience valued and 

necessary. 

Students agreed that they had gained 

much confidence having done 1 week in 

practice and were able to reflect much 

better now having had this experience. 

Level 4 is a transition from one 

pedagogical culture to another. 

There needs to be some consideration for 

the transition from one set of 

expectations to another – if students get 

to understand the constructivist 

philosophy they will gain a better 

understanding of learning through this 

paradigm. 

Students need to do it ‘right’. 

 

Could this be indicative of their previous 

learning experiences requiring a correct 

answer? 

The complexities of the study of Early 

Childhood 

If our reflections are reliant upon our 

professional values and beliefs Early 

Childhood students have multi-

professional philosophies and beliefs from 

which to establish their own philosophical 

stance – not just education but also 

sociology, health, psychology – a holistic 

approach. 

Assumptions are made upon a limited 

perspective. 

Evidence of Dewey’s (1910) natural 

resource of ‘suggestion’ to make sense of 

what was observed, being used.  

However, by only using this perspective, 

from a personal viewpoint, there is an 

assumption that this is the reason for the 

child’s behaviour.  Does this mean that 

students find it difficult to use more than 
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one perspective initially?  Does it also 

support the previous thought, that 

initially reflections are based 

predominantly upon personal 

‘autobiographical’ perspectives?  Do 

students understand the need to view the 

holistic needs of the child? 

The strength of the Focus Group 

Discussion Forum for underpinning 

reflective discourse. 

Invaluable tool through which students 

have identified its strength and pointed 

out how it has helped them to move 

forward with their thinking. 

The effectiveness of learning group 

activities. 

 

Students discussed the motivation and 

support they gained from working 

together in a learning group 

Supportive empathic forum. 

Homogeneity through experience of same 

task. 

Table 6: Similarities between the findings of the PPP and sample group 

4.3 Peer Learning Through Observation (PLTO) 

I am aware that the power relationship between me and ‘Colleague 1 (C1)’ could 

be seen as too influential in this process.  Being C1’s line manager may appear to 

make it difficult for her/him to be honest with observations.  This process is part 

of our working policy and informs our learning and teaching development – it’s a 

reciprocal process, so I have done a PLTO for C1 too.  Reflecting on this process I 

realise that the very fact that I’ve identified areas for observation and 

development will encourage me to consciously address them during the PLTO 

session.  Therefore, the value and authenticity of this data lies not just in C1’s 

comments, but in my highlighting my consciousness of the identified key focal 

points that impact upon the purpose of my research. 

(KH Reflective Thought 23rd April 2011) 
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The purpose of this PLTO was to enable me to gain a colleague’s perspective upon how 

my practice influences the development of ECS students’ reflective dispositions.  I 

judge C1 to be a reflective practitioner and therefore have faith in her/his ability to 

understand the key focal points for this observation.  However, it must be made clear 

that it is not C1’s ability I am analysing and I cannot lay any claims as a direct result of 

C1’s observations.  C1 does make judgements about the effectiveness of my practice 

and does not give examples to validate these judgements.  Therefore my practice 

cannot be fairly judged upon this observation alone.  However, C1’s comments serve 

as an interesting perspective and some of the general observations can be extracted to 

support my own reflective development and self-awareness. 

4.3.1 PLTO data presentation 

Peer Learning through Observation (PLTO): Form A 

To be completed before the observation/development opportunity 

Name:  Karen Hanson   Institute:  Education (Centre for Early Childhood) 

Observer:  Colleague 1  

Theme/Aspect of Learning and Teaching for Observation and Development: 

Developing Reflective Dispositions – Allowing students reflective space. 

Observation (describe here what will be observed including date, time and location): 

General observation of key input on module ECST 1101 (Creative Approaches to 

Learning at University) during semester 1, 2010-11; Tuesday 1.15-3.15pm. 

Outline your interest in and experience of the aspect of Learning and Teaching being 

developed: 

Developing reflective dispositions within ECS students and changing my practice to 

create opportunities / context/ environment to encourage this development. 

Outline the key points you wish to focus on during the observation: 

1. Opportunities given for students to question 

2. Opportunities given for students to think before responding 

3. Opportunities given for students to make links with existing knowledge 

4. Opportunities given for students to gain perspective of others 
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Observer’s Observations: 

1. Opportunities given for students to question 

KH allowed time for students to discuss issues raised within their learning groups.  This 

promoted student engagement in the session and provided opportunity for students 

to consider differing perspectives. 

Examples from practice were provided, creating a space in which students could 

question actions taken and reflect on personal thoughts and actions. 

KH created ‘space’ within session to promote opportunities for students’ ‘thinking 

time’. 

2. Opportunities given for students to think before responding 

KH posed a question for students and allowed time for their response before 

continuing with discussion.  Support was given during thinking time to extend 

students’ thoughts (through use of open ended questions) but at no time did KH give 

the answer… 

Scaffolding techniques were employed to actively encourage students to develop their 

own thoughts and share them within the group. 

This approach supports the development of a community of learning where students 

felt confident to share their thoughts and opinions. 

3. Opportunities given for students to make links with existing knowledge 

KH linked discussions to students’ prior learning during life before University. 

Transferability of skills was discussed to encourage students to feel confident in 

knowledge they already had and which could be built on. 

4. Opportunities given for students to gain perspective of others 

KH provided opportunities for peer discussion to allow for differing perspectives within 

the group to be considered. 

KH was effective in supporting students in expressing their views which differed from 

other members of the larger group. 

KH was effective in allowing discussions to take place that considered competing 

perspectives.  She managed the group well to ensure all points raised were addressed 

and students’ views valued. 

Table 7: PLTO data presentation 
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4.3.2 Key Points emerging from PLTO Data 

C1 is very aware of my research and because we co-tutor on the ECS programme 

we do have reflective discussions about aspects of each other’s research and the 

learning and teaching experiences we share.  However, I have not yet discussed 

my discoveries of Dewey’s theory about reflection and his influence upon my 

thoughts.  I find it really interesting that C1 has referred to ‘examples from 

practice’ and ‘opportunities for students’ thinking time’.  This links directly to 

Dewey’s theory about ‘suggestion’ and ‘depth’ as natural resources for 

reflection.  Could this indicate influences from my research activities have 

already started to impact upon my practice? 

(KH Reflective Thought 23rd April 2011) 

 KH allowed time for students to discuss issues raised within their learning 

groups 

 examples from practice were provided 

 KH created ‘space’ within session to promote opportunities for students’ 

‘thinking time’ 

 support was given during thinking time to extend students thoughts (through 

use of open ended questions) 

 supports the development of a community of learning where students felt 

confident to share their thoughts and opinions 

 linked discussions to students’ prior learning 

 allowing discussions to take place that considered competing perspectives 

 students’ views valued 

Interestingly the key themes emerging from these data are similar to the FGFD findings 

and reflect the kind of strategies that support and encourage a reflective disposition.  

For instance, linking with Dewey’s (1910; 1933) natural resources; thinking time to 

support depth of thought (depth), and examples from prior experience and existing 

knowledge (suggestion).  What is more apparent from these data is my emphasis upon 

creating opportunities for students to discuss and share their thoughts and 

experiences with others.  This could be a sub-conscious action influenced by my own 

values regarding working within a community of practice and gaining valuable insights 

from my colleagues’ perspectives. 
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Since starting this research project I have had many ‘lunch and coffee time’ 

reflective discussions with my colleagues about my work and the concept of 

‘reflection’.  I realise that this has instigated a greater awareness about reflective 

practice amongst the CEC team.  I have not implemented many changes to the 

student experience yet, but the development of a ‘reflective community’ is 

definitely evolving.  My practice has changed as a result of my investigations.  For 

instance I now make a determined effort to allow time within each lecture for 

students to share their thoughts with their peers. 

(KH Reflective Thought April 2011) 

4.4 Post-it-note Student Response 

The purpose of these data were to establish a very general understanding of how the 

sample group of students, who engaged in the original FGFDs, felt their reflective skills 

had developed since starting the course.  A copy of the letter given to the students 

explaining the purpose of this data collection can be viewed in Appendix 3  

The letters and post-it-notes were issued during a lecture of an ECS mandatory level 5 

Research Methods module.  There was a 100% return (40 students attending; all 

responded).  The students were informed that they did not have to participate; it was 

totally anonymous and I was not present for this session.  Therefore I believe that 

students responded because they wanted to and not because they felt obliged to.  My 

colleagues who delivered the lecture and issued the letters and post-it-notes were also 

able to use this experience as a teaching point to discuss issues regarding 

appropriateness of this method of data collection (for example ethical considerations; 

potential impact on participants; effectiveness of technique; how the data would be 

analysed etc.). 

This element of my data was not originally planned but as is the organic nature of a 

reflective action research methodology, it seemed very appropriate for gaining an 

understanding of the current position of students’ thinking regarding their reflective 

development.  It has yielded data that can be displayed in a numerical format which 

does give a more accurate account of proportions of students who responded with 

similar thoughts. 
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The instructions given to students for completion of the post-it-note response can be 

seen below in Table 8. 

On the post it note please answer the following questions: 

1.  Do you feel your skill in being reflective has improved since you started the 

course? 

IF YOU ANSWER YES PLEASE GO TO QUESTION 2 

IF YOU ANSWER NO PLEASE GO TO QUESTION 3 

2. For you personally, what have been the 3 most significant things that have 

enabled you to develop your skill in being reflective? 

3. Why do you feel you have not improved in this area?  What strategy do you 

think would help you to develop your reflective skills? 

Table 8: Post-it note questions 

4.4.1 Post-it-note response data presentation 

Please see Appendix 9 and below for examples of student post it note responses. 
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Figure 5: examples of student responses to Post-it-note survey 

These data were collected on 17th February 2011, over 12 months after the sample 

group was involved in the FGFDs and introduced to Brookfield’s Four Lens Theory 

(1995).  The students were given no prior warning of this data collection exercise and 

were asked to complete the post-it note response instantly (if they had agreed to 

participate).  Please see below (Table 9: Responses to post-it-notes survey) for details 

of the responses given. 
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QUESTION 1 RESPONSE 

Do you feel your skill in 

being reflective has 

improved since you started 

the course? 

38 out of 40 (95%) 

responded 

YES 

2 out of 40 (5%) 

responded  

NO 

QUESTION 2 RESPONSES from 38 students who 

responded YES to question 1 

AMOUNT 

For you personally, what 

have been the 3 most 

significant things that have 

enabled you to develop 

your skill in being 

reflective? 

 

Practice experience / observations / 

listening to the child’s voice 

31/40 = 78% 

Working together / learning group 

discussions  / listening to and sharing 

reflections with others 

21/40 = 53% 

Support, encouragement  and feedback 

from tutors / supervisors in lectures, 

tutorials and practice 

19/40 = 48% 

Keeping a reflective diary / writing 

reflective accounts 

18/40 = 45% 

Reading / Theory 12/40 = 30% 

Personal Development Plans 2/40 = 5% 

Assignments 2/40 = 5% 

QUESTION 3 RESPONSES from 2 students who responded NO to 

question 1 

Why do you feel you have 

not improved in this area? 

What strategy do you think 

would help you to develop 

your reflective skills? 

‘I am not doing well in my POP (Practitioner Options 

Portfolio) reflective accounts.  I find it really hard to 

reflect upon myself as a practitioner and relate to 

theory’ 

‘I think [this] comes with experience over time and 

perhaps wider reading’ 

Table 9: Responses to post-it-notes survey 
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4.4.2 Key Points emerging from post-it-note response data 

 38 out of 40 (95%) students responded YES to identifying that they had 

developed skills in reflective practice.  A Transformative learning experience. 

 All students, including those who felt their reflective skills had not developed, 

identified that Practice Experience and Theoretical Knowledge were 

important in this development. 

 All students recognising they had developed skills in reflective practice 

identified the following as significant in their development: 

o Practice Experience and associated activities 

o Working in groups sharing experiences 

o Being supported and encouraged by others 

o Recording reflections 

o Using literature and research to make sense of experiences. 

 

The most significant facts arising from these data are that students’ responses are 

almost synonymous with the elements of Brookfield’s (1995) four lens theory.  For 

instance they highlight the importance of practical experience and gaining the 

perspectives of colleagues and children.  They highlight the importance of keeping a 

reflective diary to draw upon their personal (autobiographical) perspectives.  They also 

indicate that the theoretical knowledge they gain through reading literature is another 

perspective they use.  This offers some reassurance that the opportunities given and 

taken by students within the ECS programme are already supporting the development 

of their reflective dispositions. 

I do not believe that this was consciously thought about before completing the survey, 

and I do not believe that students are indoctrinated by this theory.  Because of the 

spontaneous nature of this data collection exercise, where students did not have the 

opportunity to discuss their responses, these data demonstrate the very real activities 

students believe to be instrumental in their reflective development. 

In the following section I will use the data analysis to discuss how this will impact upon 

my future practice and the experiences of future ECS students. 
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4.5 Using the findings to full effect 

The evidence from both the PPP and the data from this research provide me with a 

much better understanding of the considerations I need to make for supporting ECS 

students to develop reflective dispositions.  It is fair to state that students do not come 

as empty vessels where reflective practice is concerned.  Throughout their lives they 

will have had learning experiences that happened as a result of reflection, and I realise 

that each student comes with different levels of existing ability in this area.  I return to 

a previous quote from Dewey (1910, p. 34) who talks about the need to rekindle ‘...the 

spark of wonder and to fan the flame that already glows’. 

It is also not my intention to produce a ‘recipe’ for a reflective disposition.  Edwards 

and Thomas (2010, p. 403) pose the question ‘Can reflective practice be taught?’  They 

speak about reflective practice being a descriptive term for the process that occurs 

when individuals are ‘apprentice to any meaningful activity’.  They go on to state that 

the process itself is not open to ‘dissection and instruction’.  I have already discussed 

the avoidance of a mechanistic and technicist approach to reflective practice and 

established that to revert to this approach would contradict the existential nature of 

reflective practice.  However, having recognised a difference between the reflective 

capabilities of most level 4 ECS students and ECS programme expectations, it is my 

responsibility to facilitate their experiences to enable success.  I do not intend to 

‘operationalise’ directives (Edwards & Thomas, 2010) for gaining a reflective 

disposition, but my intentions are to use my findings to ‘enable an environment for a 

reflective community of EC practice’. 

Edwards and Thomas (2010) discuss the worthlessness of teaching general reflective 

skills and the risk that students would believe this to be a ‘formula’ to be used as 

criteria for assessing reflective ability.  The discussions within the FGFDs demonstrate 

that students are searching for a formulaic approach to their studies as they discuss 

whether they are ‘doing it right’.  Their discussions also demonstrate that they are 

receptive to accepting information (for instance the lecture on Brookfield’s four lenses 

theory (1995)), but are not able to apply the theoretical concepts without having the 

practical experience to accommodate and assimilate and make meaning from 

combining the theory and practice. 
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Figure 6 illustrates a bricolage of identified themes drawn out of this research.  

Threads of theory, initially identified in Figure 2 (p25), synthesise (stitch) these findings 

and offer an opportunity to draw some conclusions from this experience.  The main 

themes emerging from the data are: 

 Transitional needs of students coming from different educational 

experiences based predominantly on transmission approaches and needing 

to know the ‘right answer’.  This links to supporting an epistemological shift 

to a social constructivist perspective. 

 Becoming professionally self-aware and developing a professional artistry; a 

confidence that comes from experience and knowledge.  Becoming 

conscious of their influences as agents of change. 

 Practical experience relating to theoretical knowledge – theory in, and from, 

practice. 

 Opportunities for collaboration within a community of practice. 
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Figure 6: Stitching the 'Bricolage' 

4.5.1 Transitional Needs 

It is sometimes too easy to forget that the ECS students embarking upon their course 

in September each year are dealing with more than the changes to educational 

approaches.  Many will be leaving family and friends in their home environments to 

start independent lives near the University.  This can have a significant emotional 

impact upon students, and as tutors we need to acknowledge that these new 

experiences can create confusion, stress and anxiety.  My own reflections upon 

transitional periods within my life enable me to identify and empathise with some of 

the ECS students’ experiences.  The example below demonstrates how I used a 
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negative experience to inform my future practice to make similar situations less 

stressful for others. 

The feelings I had when my first child started school were completely 

debilitating.  The child I’d nurtured and filled with confidence over the previous 

five years was now being ushered into a building where she would spend every 

day with others who had no idea about her needs and personality.  As the door 

from the playground was locked behind the children, I stood for a while before 

returning home.  I went through a period of what can only be described as 

bereavement – a significant sense of loss. 

(KH reflective thought August 2011). 

I did not realise at the time but this experience was the main driver for me developing 

a comprehensive transitional programme for the Reception children who would be 

starting their school life with me as their teacher.  My teaching career was not planned 

at the point my daughter started school, so it was some eight years later that I used my 

negative experience to effect change to a system that did not seem to recognise the 

need for an understanding of this period in the lives of young children and their 

families.  My level of reflection at this point (8 years on from my experience) would 

have been influenced by other ‘lenses’ and therefore what Van Manen (1977) would 

regard as a higher level of reflection: one that goes from an ‘everyday’ activity to one 

that involves critical insights gained from theoretical knowledge about children’s needs 

at this phase in their lives.  Without realising it, I had begun to use a variety of ‘lenses’ 

to inform my practice. 

My digression is used here to demonstrate several key points 

 how institutional policies can be developed and implemented with disregard 

for the perspectives of those they affect the most 

 institutional policies should be informed by an understanding of the needs of 

those they serve 

 a reflective process can impact upon positive change for current and future 

practice 

 transitional periods require a sensitivity and understanding of the holistic 

needs of the student – their social, emotional and educational needs 
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Therefore it is important to recognise that being asked to adapt to a different way of 

learning within the first weeks of starting their programme, ECS students are more 

than likely seeing this as just one more thing to worry about.  Contextual changes can 

affect a person’s self- identity and impact upon self-esteem if not managed carefully.  I 

realise that I am talking about young adults and not children; however, there are 

similarities between different phases of life.  As thinking adults (within this particular 

educational context) we have the capability of protecting ourselves from the potential 

susceptibilities that threaten our well-being at these transitional phases.  However, 

there is a need to support students to recognise the value in strategies and resources 

that are readily available, and used implicitly within the learning environment.  It 

becomes apparent, from listening to ECS students, that having the chance to reflect 

upon their HE experience, there were aspects of their first year experiences that did 

support them throughout this process (see Table 9 p110 for student responses from 

the Post-It-Note survey).  These support strategies are important in creating an 

enabling environment for ECS students to make a positive transition into HE.  Being 

attentive to, and monitoring the effectiveness of, supporting strategies during 

transitions is also important in enabling students’ understanding of reflective 

pedagogical approaches. 

Understanding the ECS students’ existing learning ‘orientation’ (Van Manen, 1977) 

provides a basis from which to develop an appropriate programme of study and 

learning environment.  For instance data from the FGFDs (see Appendix 5) highlights 

the supportive nature of peer collaboration within a discussion forum.  This is valuable 

evidence on which to base future practice. 

4.5.2 Starting from the Student 

I was reading my diary today (29th June 2011), in the hope that I could establish 

how this part of my journey concludes.  My discomfort continues, and as long as 

I care about learning I will periodically visit those ‘swampy lowlands’ (Schön, 

1983), as I know that my struggle with understanding is part of the process I go 

through to make sense of my experiences.  My diary had an entry as follows: 

Definition of a Reflective Disposition: 

        Intellectual curiosity for issues arising from experiences. 

        Wanting to solve problems. 
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        A depth of thinking that uses existing knowledge to evaluate new abstract 
           concepts. 
        An ability to critically examine using different perspectives. 

(KH Reflective Dairy - 2010) 

Returning to this in the light of my research experience and the data collected, I can 

conclude that there are elements of this definition, which was influenced by the 

thoughts of Dewey (1910), Schön (1983) and Brookfield (1995), being displayed by the 

ECS students in this study.  For instance, there is definitely a curiosity and desire to 

solve problems (refer to FGDFs in Appendix 5); they are thinking about existing 

knowledge to make sense of new experiences and they are examining issues using 

different perspectives.  I realise that the depth of reflection is reliant upon how much 

existing knowledge one has.  Critical examination using different perspectives is reliant 

upon an understanding of others and empathy for their position.  Most of the students 

who start the ECS programme have transferred from level 3 studies; a combination of 

GCSE A levels and / or vocational qualifications.  Most of them, even those who have 

studied vocational programmes, have relatively little knowledge about Early 

Childhood.  The expectations of tutors do not necessarily align with the capabilities of 

the students at this stage, as tutors expect a demonstration of understanding through 

reflective accounts of students’ experience.  There is nothing wrong with this 

expectation; however, there has to be some recognition of the ‘level’ and ‘depth’ of 

students’ ‘professional’ reflective thinking at this early stage in their professional 

development.  I would like to reiterate here that age is not the determining factor in 

the depth and quality of reflective thinking. 

Hofer and Pintrich (2002)make reference to the research of King and Kitchener (2002) 

who have developed a seven stage model of reflective judgement from researching 

epistemic cognition.  Given the fact that ECS students have already fulfilled entry 

criteria that establish their ability to perform cognitive process, demonstrating they 

are able to compute, memorise, read and perceive, I think it is fair to say that ECS 

students have gone through the first level of Kitchener’s (1983) seven stage model.  

The second level – ‘metacognition’ requires an ability to monitor one’s own progress in 

the above processes at level 1.  The third level is what Kitchener (1983, p. 222) 
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referred to as ‘epistemic cognition’ when one considers ‘the limits of knowing, the 

certainty of knowing and the criteria for knowing’. 

I think that most ECS students are demonstrating their ability to work within level 2 

and are showing signs of operating within level 3, where they would be expected to 

make ‘interpretive judgements from their constructed beliefs’ (King & Kitchener, 2002, 

p. 38).  King and Kitchener (2002) have based their ‘Reflective Judgement’ model on 

Dewey’s (1933) ideas about reflective thinking and how it is called for when a problem 

cannot be solved with any scientific certainty.   Therefore when there is a real 

uncertainty about a problem, reflective thinking is required, and an epistemic 

cognition is needed to do this. 

King and Kitchener (2002, p. 39) refer to three of the stages of the seven stage 

reflective judgement model: Stage 2 – the Pre-Reflective stage where ‘individuals hold 

epistemic assumptions from their own observations or those in authority and who have 

not evaluated evidence, believing what they know is absolutely correct’; Stage 4 – the 

Quasi-Reflective Reasoning stage where individuals accept that knowledge claims hold 

some uncertainties, but do not use evidence to draw conclusions; and Stage 7 – 

Reflective Reasoning – where ‘individuals accept that knowledge claims cannot be 

made with certainty but they make judgements based on their evaluation of the 

available data and understand that these judgements can be re-evaluated in the light 

of new data’. 

My past experience as a teacher of children has left me sceptical about using 

developmental frameworks to ‘pigeon-hole’ individuals.  Invariably individuals, with 

individual needs and having had individual influences, cannot be simply categorised 

into a ‘norm’.  However, this kind of model is helpful in gaining an understanding of 

the processes one should consider when planning for the learner’s needs. 

The ECS students’ existing level of reflective judgement is indicative of their individual 

experiences and their cognitive ability.  From the evidence collected in the FGFDs and 

unrecorded observations of students within their first year, most start at stage 2 but 

quickly progress to stage 4 once realising there are other perspectives to consider. 

Boud et al (1985, p. 21) remind me that: 
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‘The characteristic and aspirations of the learner are most important in the 
learning process.  The response of the learner to new experience is 
determined significantly by past experiences which have contributed to the 
ways in which the learner perceives the world.’ 

Therefore it is crucial to gain an understanding of the students’ perceptions of learning 

to support their development within a new (HE) context. 

4.5.3 Bridging the gap and scaffolding development 

Knowing just what it is that the learner needs in order to succeed is crucial in being 

able to ‘scaffold’ their development.  Vygotsky (1978, p. 88) stated that learners ‘grow 

into the intellectual life of those around them’.  This alone underlines the responsibility 

that the educator has to know their students.  Prior to joining the programme, ECS 

students have already been influenced by previous educators, including those outside 

educational institutions.  At the tertiary phase of education one would hope that the 

student had exercised some ownership over their choice of subject/career path.  

However, this is not always the case as some students are influenced by other factors, 

for example wanting to do the same as their friends or their parents seeing it as what 

they should do.  Vygostsky (1978) advocates the importance of ‘appropriation’.  If 

there is a lack of intrinsic motivation or a feeling of disempowerment it is less likely 

that the learner will gain a meaningful experience, as discussed earlier.  This is 

evidenced to some extent within the FGFDs (A2 and B2 27.11.09, Appendix 5) when 

students are struggling to make sense of the purpose for completing the practice task 

about Health and Safety.  Their discussion is predominantly based upon the 

technicalities of completing the task and getting the reflective account ‘right’.  This 

emphasises the importance of scaffolding students’ understanding of new concepts, 

and being explicit about the purpose of the tasks set.  The general consensus amongst 

ECS lecturers is that they see their role as facilitators of learning, as Norton (2009, p. 6) 

describes: ‘enabling students to actively construct meaning and knowledge for 

themselves’.  This is a different concept for most students to understand as their pre-

conception of the role of the ‘teacher’ is to give the information to enable them to 

rehearse and recapitulate the ‘right’ answers. 
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Thompson and Pascal (2011)) describe reflection as ‘not only a personal matter, but 

also a part of the broader context of cultural formations and structural relations’.  They 

cite Heidegger (1962): 

‘We are always thrown together with other people in a with-world 
(Mitwelt) and many of the activities we undertake at a physical level also 
lead to interaction with others. Others define us long before we define 
ourselves … Through being what we imagine others want us to be or think 
we are, we get a sense of who we are’. 

This is a structural view of identity, and appears to be inconsistent with the current 

ideas about people being agents of their own learning and development.  I have 

consistently argued for the importance of individuals to develop a strong self-

awareness and learner identity through reflective practice.  However, existing socio-

cultural discourses can and do influence identities and these cannot be ignored.  There 

is already a cultural definition of what and who an ECS student and Early Childhood / 

early years professional should be; how they should appear; behave, and what informs 

their thinking and actions.  The quotation from Heidegger (1962, p. 89)above serves to 

remind me of the potential to over-tip the balance between supporting the 

development of what will enable ECS students to become independent professionals, 

and the danger of en-culturing them as institutionalised dependents.  It is important to 

scaffold the person to become self-aware, and in control of their own learning and 

development. 

4.5.4  Developing Professional Artistry 

Schön (1983, p. 49) compares the concepts of ‘Technical Rationality’ and ‘Professional 

Artistry’.  He suggests that technical rationality does not support the practical 

competence required in ‘divergent’ situations and states that there is a need for: 

‘an epistemology for practice implicit in the artistic, intuitive processes 
which some practitioners do bring to situations of uncertainty, instability, 
uniqueness, and value conflict.’ 

(Schön, 1983, p. 49) 

ECS students are continually faced with ‘divergent’ situations in practice and therefore 

require opportunities to realise the kind of situations that call for artistic, intuitive 

processes.  Edwards and Thomas (2010, p. 412) state that the problems emerging 

within practice are ‘locally determined by an immersion in the social practice of which 
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the participant is an extension’, and therefore it is not possible to give a generic 

instruction to act as a formula for solving these problems.  What is possible is to 

support students’ development of a reflective disposition so that they can use this skill 

for any issues that they encounter. 

Regardless of how many models and frameworks of the reflective process one 

introduces to students, the type of issues, concerns, problems and dilemmas 

continuously occurring within Early Childhood practice will require an understanding of 

reflection beyond a framework.  Schön (1987, p. 3) reminds us of the ‘messy, 

confusing’ problems that lie outside technical rationality: 

‘In the varied topography of professional practice, there is a high hard 
ground overlooking a swamp.  On the high ground, manageable problems 
lend themselves to solution through the application of research-based 
theory and technique.  In the swampy lowland, ‘messy, confusing’ problems 
defy technical solution.’ 

(Schön, 1987, p. 3) 
 

Schön did not factor in the highly centralised national policies that the EC workforce 

has to work to.  This is also a socio-cultural/political influence that cannot be ignored, 

as it inevitably impacts upon evaluation of reflections, and ultimately actions taken as 

a result of those evaluations. 

The research data provides evidence that students worry that they do not understand 

the concept of reflective practice.  As this extract demonstrates, students are viewing 

reflective practice as a technical competence that requires compliance with existing 

assumptions about the concept of reflection: 

‘– students were very concerned that they were getting both positive and 
negative points across in their reflective accounts and seemed to think that 
if they didn’t get negatives then it wasn’t proper reflection’. 

(Researcher comments (KH) from observations of FGDF 27.11.09 Group A2) 

However, it was evident that when discussing a sample of a reflective account written 

by an ECS student from a different cohort (FGFD 4th December 2009), students had 

remembered some of the lecture where I had introduced them to Brookfield’s (1995) 

theory about the ‘four lenses’: 
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A3 90-‘and she has like talked about her a little bit, but like a lot of it is 
references and like other people’s views of it.’ A3 92-‘not really her views is 
it?’ A3 93-‘No, there is some but there does seem to be a lot of like 
references in it, and theory, and stuff.  So it’s like she is showing like 
everyone’s views but like it needs to be hers as well’ 

This demonstrates that raising ECS students’ awareness of using different perspectives 

from which to make sense of experiences is necessary.  However, as tutors we have to 

be aware that we are not introducing reflective practice as a technical competence 

that can be achieved by following a prescriptive framework.  Therefore the implicit 

elements of the course that develop a reflective disposition are as important as the 

explicit elements introduced within lectures.  Some of these implicit elements that 

already exist include the types of strategies and opportunities I was making during the 

PLTO observed lecture (see Appendix 2). 

The data from the FGFD 20th November 2009 (see Appendix 5) provided evidence that 

when students discussed their understanding of the concept of reflection they used 

vocabulary that indicated they had a fairly good understanding of the concept.  

However, when it came to applying their understanding to reflect upon an experience, 

they struggled to demonstrate it.  They predominantly described their experiences and 

relied upon their personal perspective to relate their stories.  This would indicate that 

initially they are reliant upon their personal perspectives (autobiographical lens, 

(Brookfield, 1995)), and require support from an environment that nurtures and 

models reflective thinking and practice.  These findings offer confirmation that it is 

important to support students in the development of their self-awareness. 

4.5.5  Self-awareness and Professional Identity 

Brookfield (1995, p. 50) suggests that ‘putting ourselves regularly in the role of the 

learner has the greatest long-term effects’ upon our teaching.  He continues by saying 

that the longer we practise the same things the more likely it is that we forget what it 

is like for our students to understand.  Putting ourselves in the position of learning new 

concepts can enable a greater empathy with our students.  Being a current student on 

this doctoral research programme, I have had continual reminders about what it is like 

for my own tutees to become confused by new concepts, writing assignments, waiting 

for results and receiving feedback.  I realise that as a life-long struggling learner I now 
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hold a privileged position in being able to understand my own students’ anxieties and 

stresses.  My personal awareness as a learner is one of my most effective tools as an 

educator.  Moving away from reliance upon frameworks and structures (set patterns) 

is difficult when previous experiences have been positioned within them and students 

often ask to see examples of work completed by previous cohorts, they say ‘it will give 

us an idea of what is expected and what we need to do’.  Schön (1987) discusses the 

problems with giving examples.  Students tend to rely upon the example and see it as 

the correct way, which can stifle their own creativity and development of their own 

identity as a learner.  This can be compounded by an outcome-led system if the tutor 

has already decided what each student’s work should look like.  If students are to 

develop a reflective disposition with strong self-identities as learners they require 

people who act as role models, and can demonstrate what it means to have, and to 

use, reflective dispositions. 

4.5.6  Becoming an Agent of Change 

The specific socio-cultural influences within the context of Higher Education 

Institutions, or any other educational institution for that matter, cannot be ignored.  It 

would be naïve to suggest that the system can offer a ‘neutral educational process’.  

Van Manen (1977, p. 221) reflects upon the ideas of Freire (1970) who believes: 

‘There is no such thing as a neutral educational process.  Education either 
functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of the 
younger generation into the logic of the present system and bring about 
conformity to it, or it becomes "the practice of freedom," the means by 
which men and women participate in the transformation of their world.’ 

However, it is what Freire (1970) refers to as ‘transformatory practice’ that is my 

aspiration for ECS students.  The aim is that through critical reflection they become 

increasingly conscious and knowledgeable about the socio-cultural reality of Early 

Childhood practice and their own professional development.  They will then be able to 

transform the reality for both themselves and for the children and families with whom 

they work. 

Freire’s distinction between reflective practice and a much deeper, critical 

consciousness of the world can be likened to the ‘activist educator’ that Wood (2011, 

p. 109) refers to.  She views the activist educator as engaging critically with the 
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political and ethical dimensions of practice and sees this engagement as enabling them 

to: 

‘transform, rather than merely implement policies…working towards a 
greater equity and social justice and become co-constructors or vibrant 
communities of practice.’ 

ECS students require this activist stance to engage with advocacy of professionalisation 

of the EC workforce.  As Reed, (2011, pp. 147-8) points out, this goes beyond the EC 

professional being the ‘implementer of policies, competences and technical skills’.  EC 

professionals are expected to be agents of change, being able to manage, adapt to and 

lead change in response to all of the socio-cultural and political influences upon their 

practice.  This requires strength of self-belief about the values and principles that drive 

their practice as it is extremely easy ‘to be blown about by the winds of cultural and 

pedagogic preference’ (Brookfield, 1995, p. 265). 

Dewey (1933, p. 11) stated: 

‘Reflection … implies that something is believed in (or disbelieved in), not on 
its own direct account, but through something else which stands as witness, 
evidence, proof, voucher, warrant; that is, as ground of belief.’ 

When ECS students start their course they arrive with a variance in experiences of 

children and childhood, mainly gained from a personal perspective.  Over the 8 years 

of working with level 4 students I have observed that their initial values regarding 

issues concerning children, parenting, families, childcare and education are based 

upon their own personal experiences and how they were treated as children.  Sharing 

these experiences with peers and tutors can reveal both confirmatory and 

contradictory challenges.  If one has believed something for 18 years or more because 

that is what the most significant figure of authority in your life has told you (parent, 

grandparent, carer, teacher), then it can be quite unsettling when others are 

challenging that belief or giving an alternative, conflicting perspective.  This 

disequilibrium is often the catalyst for development of reflective thinking.  Questioning 

personal beliefs and listening to beliefs of others initiates the inquiring necessary to 

establish a professional value base which is informed by evidence from a combination 

of theory, practice, professional standards, norms and expectations, and personal 

experience.  It is only through giving ECS students opportunities to discuss their 
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experiences and theoretical concepts that they will continue to question their beliefs.  

Evidence from the peer observation (PLTO) (Appendix 2 and Table 7 ) highlights the 

sessions.  My colleague observer noted the following: 

 KH allowed time for students to discuss issues raised within their learning 

groups 

 Examples from practice were provided 

 KH created ‘space’ within session to promote opportunities for students 

‘thinking time’ 

 Support was given during thinking time to extend students thoughts (through 

use of open ended questions) 

 supports the development of a community of learning where students felt 

confident to share their thoughts and opinions 

 linked discussions to students’ prior learning 

 allowing discussions to take place that considered competing perspectives 

 students’ views valued 

 

Creating the space, thinking time, discussion forums and experienced support is part of 

enabling an environment conducive to reflective thinking development. 

Having a grounded belief in what we do and what we value is fundamental to gaining 

credibility as professional practitioners (Brookfield, 1995).  Having a means by which to 

justify our actions and beliefs is important as it enables us to feel empowered and 

valued.  If we do not question our practice and beliefs there is a danger of remaining 

static in our thinking and action.  ‘Experience alone does not lead to learning; reflection 

on experience is essential’ (Loughran, 2002, p. 35).  This reflects Brookfield’s (1995, p. 

7) thoughts about the length of experience being insignificant in the development of 

insight and wisdom:  ‘Ten years of practice can be one year’s worth of distorted 

experience repeated ten times’.  Therefore, it is essential that my tutoring style and the 

organisation of my facilitation considers the needs of the students.  Giving them the 

time, space, opportunity and inspiration to question and challenge existing 

assumptions requires careful consideration and constant attention. 
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4.5.7 Building confidence as developing EC professionals  

A consistent review of practice will enable ECS students to resolve issues and problems 

and make improvements.  Loughran (2002, p. 42) defined this as: 

‘The ability to frame and reframe the practice setting, to develop and respond to this 

framing through action so that the practitioner’s wisdom-in-action is enhanced and … 

articulation of professional knowledge is encouraged.’ 

The existing programme of study for ECS students has a mandatory practice 

experience element.  This is to ensure that students experience the relationship 

between theory and practice and to also develop theory from practice.  Regardless of 

valuing the importance of combining both theory and practice within the ECS 

programme, there still has to be a facility to discuss and debate the students’ 

experiences and support their sense making.  As Argyris and Schön (1974, p. 3) state, 

‘...exciting intellectual problems are related to integrating thought with action’.  A 

student has to be familiar with different theories before they can claim that their 

practice is led by a particular theory.  Argyris and Schön (1974) discuss the practice of 

espoused theory and how it is common for the beliefs and values one ‘gives allegiance’ 

to and communicates to others as such, is not always apparent within practice.  There 

is evidence of this happening within the first FGDF (Appendix 5) when students’ 

espoused theory of reflective practice does not correspond with their application of 

reflective practice.  For the ECS student and professional many factors play a part in 

this dichotomy between what is believed and what is practised.  I remember my beliefs 

and values about a truly play-based approach within my Reception class being 

compromised because of the pressure upon me and the school to perform to reach 

prescribed targets and achieve for league tables.  I knew a little, but not enough, about 

the dangers of formalising writing activities too soon for young children and therefore 

found myself being led by political drivers and not by my underpinning values about 

Early Childhood education.  This is another example of my reflections upon my 

previous practice being beneficial to others now and in the future.  I can relate this 

example to my students and stress the importance of gaining strength of advocacy for 

practice that is based upon robust evidence of both global research and practitioner 

action research. 
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Practical experience enables students to discover the relationship between the 

theoretical perspectives and the practical application.  Edwards and Thomas (2010, p. 

406) state that ‘reflection and practice are indivisible aspects of the same process.  

They form a continuum, and conscious reflection is always embedded in practices’.  The 

more opportunity students have to explore the relationship between theories and 

practice the more confident to be critical about the contradiction between theory and 

practice they will become.  Schön (1983, p. 168) believes that when someone is in 

practice ‘he does not separate thinking from doing, ratiocinating his way to a decision 

which he must later convert to action’.  I also believe this to be the case, however, if a 

reflection on action of reflection in action does not occur the practitioner would not 

learn from the evaluative process of critically examining their actions and would 

always act in the same way regardless of whether it is effective or not.  This is all part 

of building a professional knowledge base. 

Interestingly this quotation from FGDF (20th November 2009 B1 34) evidence could be 

interpreted as the student having a good ability to reflect upon her observations of a 

child playing in the sand. 

‘Yes, like one child that I was with, she was digging in the sandpit and then 
putting it in a cup.  And I said, “what are you doing?” She said, “oh I’m 
making chips”.  But you have chips don’t you at the seaside, that’s what I 
thought about when I read back.  So I think that’s where she’s picked it up 
from.’ 

FGDF (20th November 2009 B1 34) 

It could very well be that the child is making chips with the sand because she has had 

experience of eating chips at the seaside, as the student suggested.  However, unless 

more evidence is provided, a conclusive analysis and evaluation of this observation 

cannot be made.  The child may simply be using sand as a symbolic representation for 

chips.  What this does evidence is that the student is starting to look for connections 

and linking with some theoretical concepts to which she has been introduced.  This 

student wants to understand why the child is acting as they are.  Displaying this 

curiosity affirms Dewey’s (1910) theory that curiosity is one of the most vital and 

significant factors in being able to reflect, he states: 
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‘The curious mind is constantly alert and exploring, seeking material for 
thought, as a vigorous and healthy body is on the qui vive for nutriment’. 

(Dewey, 1910, p. 31) 

Therefore, it is important as a tutor to role model and encourage curiosity to develop a 

reflective disposition. 

The role of a tutor is often viewed by students as one of a powerful, all knowing role, 

and as discussed previously, this comes from most young adults’ existing perception of 

the teacher.  The reflective tutor’s role is one of facilitation, developing students’ 

researching skills and modelling the type of reflective learner activities that encourage 

autonomy and independence.   As a tutor it is a privilege to travel alongside students 

as they make discoveries and challenge their existing assumptions.  I can almost 

guarantee that every year after their first field week practice, students will discuss 

their experiences and become animated and excited about the activities they shared 

with children.  Someone will talk about the Christmas cards they helped with and how 

good it was that each child had made a card to take home to their family.  It is not until 

I prompt further evaluation of the activity that the student realises it might not have 

been the best practice to get all of the children to follow a prescribed template to 

produce a replica of the teacher’s model.  Developing the theoretical knowledge of 

one’s profession is necessary for informed evaluations and justification of practice and 

critical reflection.  Limiting the theoretical concepts can be as restrictive as knowing no 

theory at all, if all practice is based upon a limited perspective. 

The Post-It-Note survey (Table 9) provides data to suggest that only 12 out of 40 (30%) 

of ECS students regard reading and theory as significant in enabling them to be 

effective reflective practitioners.  This is a concern as a wide theoretical and practical 

knowledge base is going to make a difference to the effectiveness of reflective 

practice.  It would be interesting to survey these same students another year on (at 

the end of their third and final year) to see if their views are any different. 

Each year since starting my career in Higher Education (8 years), I have noticed an 

increasing decline in the reading activity of students.  More and more students 

recognise that if they read more they would perform better in their assignments and 

as most of their assignments are aligned with practical tasks they have to reflect upon, 
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this impacts on both practice and theory.  This creates a dilemma and further 

questioning – why do ECS students find reading subject based theoretical literature 

such a chore?  Could it be a sign of the contemporary ‘Face book’ (electronic social 

networking) society?  An era of immediacy and instant information could be creating a 

decline in taking time to study.  This very valid point has prompted me to consider my 

own reflective practice and how far my peripheral vision scans the youth (student) 

culture that has a profound influence upon students’ existence.  Can a reflective 

disposition be supported and developed through this mode of communication?  Do the 

influences of the youth culture and the social networking world complement or 

contradict the professional value base of an Early Childhood professional? 

4.5.8 Reflective Community of EC Practice  

Edwards and Thomas (2010, p. 408) discuss the idea that a professional’s reflection is 

only ‘possible because of their socialisation into the practice’ of the purpose of that 

profession.  For example, for a teacher it is teaching something worthwhile to their 

pupils, for an EC professional it is providing quality care and education for young 

children and their families.   Edwards and Thomas (2010, p. 408) continue with the 

thought that ‘foregrounding that which is significant is possible only because of an 

already deeply assumed social structure of interest’.  The Early Childhood workforce is 

still battling for recognition as a highly respected and valued community of practice.  

During the past twenty years or so there has been a consistently progressive public 

recognition for the importance of the Early Childhood workforce.  The government’s 

introduction of the Early Years Professional Status (EYPS) (Children's Workforce 

Development Council, 2006) programme in 2006, brought with it a societal awareness 

that it is just as important for children in pre-formal education to be cared for and 

educated by a graduate workforce.  There has been much upheaval within the 

workforce since this move as many EC practitioners were recruited prior to the move 

to formalised qualifications, and they might resent the implication that they were now 

not ‘adequate’ to practise as they have been for many years.  However, my general 

observations of these more mature students taking up opportunities to gain academic 

qualifications are positive.  The following is an extract from my reflective diary having 

been with a group of EYPS students in a seminar session.  The module was based upon 
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developing reflective practice and using it to implement change within practice, and 

most of the students were nursery managers, owners or senior practitioners: 

 

This was such an emotive session!  Karen and I asked the students for some 

feedback on their experience of the module, there were some profound 

statements.  X was almost in tears as she spoke about how, through being 

introduced to reflective practice, she realised that the problems she had 

previously blamed on her staff were actually her own doing.  As a result of her 

reflective inquiry into why there was unrest amongst them, she is now changing 

her management and leadership strategies. 

(KH reflective diary December 2010) 

This was not the only statement that identified a complete transformation in thinking 

and practice. Most of the students had similar stories to tell.  The fact that they were 

able to express these thoughts openly demonstrated that they felt they were part of a 

shared community of practice; a community built upon trust and shared experiences. 

This example demonstrates a true transformation of learning.  Mezirow (1998) 

believes that critical reflection is integral to transformative learning and this happens 

through a change occurring in the learners’ existing habit of mind.  The student cited 

above had become more self-aware as a developing professional and gained a greater 

confidence in her ability to critically review her practice.  This was not easy or 

comfortable, and supports Schön’s (1983) theory about critical reflection being 

uncomfortable.  Being part of a group (community) who are experiencing similar 

discomforts supports the process. 

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002, p. 4) define communities of practice as: 

‘…groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems or a passion 
about a topic and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 
interacting on an ongoing basis’. 

These data from my research provides evidence to suggest that the FGFDs and other 

peer discussion opportunities within the ECS programme of study provide a framework 

for enabling the formation of communities of practice.  This anecdotal reference, 

together with the evidence from this research data, demonstrates that experience 
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without academic knowledge stunts reflection just as much as having academic 

knowledge with less practical experience.  There has to be a balance between the two. 

An objective for each of the FGFDs was to monitor the effectiveness of the forums and 

answer the question: 

Are FGDFs an effective way of encouraging reflective discourse and developing 

reflective dispositions in ECS students? 

The discussions in all FGFDs demonstrate that this kind of forum is effective, however, 

in FGFD B2 27.11.09 and B3 4.12.09 (Appendix 5) the evidence of the effectiveness of 

these discussions is particularly strong.  Students ask each other questions and gain 

reassurance and support from talking together about their experiences based around 

the same issues.  Students also recognised the advantages of working within discussion 

groups that were not necessarily friendship-based. 

‘I mean because I didn’t really know you guys did I?  And like then the one 
day we had like a debate didn’t we and I was on your table and we were 
like, wow we get on really well and we worked together as a team really 
well.  So that was like… so I ended up kind of coming away from my friends 
as such and coming into this group and I think it works really well.’ 

(AB 11.12.09) 

Tsang (2011, p. 1) conducted a study to determine perceptions of ‘undergraduate 

students in class reflective group discussion as a critical reflective approach for 

evolving professionals’.  Her findings concluded that: 

‘Reflective group discussion offers different benefits to student learning 
compared to individual reflective writing, in particular, collaborative multi 
perspective learning and professional development through a support 
‘community of practice’ engaging in critical dialogue’. 

Tsang (2011, p. 17) 

Feedback from the ECS student response to the ‘post-it-note’ survey reflects Tsang’s 

(2011) results as 53% of those surveyed felt that opportunities to discuss their 

experiences with others were relevant to their becoming reflective.  The transcripts 

and recordings from the FGFDs also provide evidence that facilitated peer discussion 

groups are an effective tool for developing reflective thinking.  Discussions with peers 

enable students to make sense of their experiences through clarifying their ideas.   This 
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also challenges them to consider other points of view.  Brockbank and McGill (2007, p. 

65) describe this as dialogue that ‘engages the person at the edge of their current 

understanding and the sense of meaning they give to and with the world’. 

ECS students studying at the research HEI are provided with opportunities to work 

collaboratively within peer groups from the first week of their course.  Student 

feedback through course evaluation has identified that this has continually proven to 

be a successful strategy to promote collaborative working, sharing of ideas and good 

practice and co-construction of knowledge.  Moon (2004, p. 98) discusses the notion of 

the variation between the reflector’s external and internal experience.  She believes 

that ‘increasing depth in reflection relies on an increasing awareness, use of and 

sophistication in the use of variation in the internal experience’ and believes that for 

many students this will require the intervention and support of others.  Collaborative 

working with peers, tutors, practice setting colleagues and children and families will 

provide this support.  Samuels and Betts (2007) also recognise that engaging in 

dialogue is an effective stimulus for reflection.  Opportunities for dialogue will 

continue to be both implicit and explicit elements of the structure of the ECS 

programme. 

4.6 In Summary 

The aim of this research was to investigate how I can support ECS students to develop 

a reflective disposition.  The findings of this research have enabled me to gain a better 

understanding of how I can do this.  I have also established what kind of environment 

is conducive to developing reflective dispositions.  The question ‘what makes some 

students more reflective than others?’ has been explored to some extent, however, it 

still deserves further exploration.  The following points summarise some of the findings 

of this inquiry and ideas for further inquiry. 

 Tutors who are advocating and encouraging the development of a reflective 

approach to learning require a reflective disposition themselves.  However, 

within the same institution there needs to be a common agreement about 

how reflection and reflective practice are defined within that particular 

context, amongst that community of EC professionals. 
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 Do we all start life as ‘naturally reflective’ and if so why is a reflective 

disposition not developed and encouraged throughout the educational 

system? 

 Repeat the Post-it-note survey with this sample group of ECS students who 

will now be entering their final year of study, to establish whether they view 

the theoretical knowledge as any more important as they thought this year.  

 There is a need to constantly review and adapt reflective skills.  The 

contextual landscape constantly changes, as society and culture adapt to 

political and global influences.  This calls for a type of reflective disposition 

and practice that evolves with time - Evolutionary Reflective Practice – 

constantly changing to ensure currency and relevance. 

 There is a requirement to consider a wider perspective and the use of 

peripheral vision to capture the elements that are not always immediately 

obvious from the viewer’s perspective.  For instance, student youth culture is 

difficult to understand from the perspective of a fifty year old, however, it is 

profoundly influential on the thoughts and actions of the student, therefore it 

is essential to capture this view. 

 Do the influences of the youth culture and the social networking world 

complement or contradict the professional value base of an Early Childhood 

professional? 

 Disequilibrium from practice and value conflict are often the catalysts for 

development of reflective thinking, therefore it is essential to promote critical 

debate and continually challenge assumptions and practice. 

 Giving students the time, space, opportunity and inspiration to question and 

challenge existing assumptions requires careful consideration, purposeful 

planning and constant attention. 

 Facilitated peer discussion groups are an effective tool for developing 

reflective thinking.  

 My personal awareness as a learner is one of my most effective tools as an 

educator. 
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5 Reflections 

My story started with the following quotation 

‘A story has no beginning or end; arbitrarily one chooses that moment of 
experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead’ 

(Greene, 1951, p. 7) 

This story continues, and reflecting upon some of its chapters and the summary of this 

inquiry, I now have many more beginnings. 

My story has illuminated theories developed by Dewey (1910; 1933), Schön (1983; 

1987; 1995a), Freire (1970; 1973), Mezirow (1998) and Brookfield (1995) amongst 

others. 

This has been a transformational learning experience for me.  I took my ‘taken for 

granted frames of reference to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, 

emotionally capable of change and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and 

opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action’.  For me this 

transformative learning involved ‘participation in constructive discourse and use of the 

experiences of others to assess reasons justifying these assumptions and making an 

action decision based on the resulting insights’ (Mezirow, 1998).  The resulting insights 

have been numerous and have enlightened me and others about how ECS students 

can be supported in the development of their reflective dispositions. 

One of the most significant findings of this research is how one’s own reflective 

disposition and ability to reflect is instrumental in enabling the development of 

reflective dispositions and thinking within others.  It is only within the last phase of this 

research project that I can see how my own limitations in this area have restricted my 

view.  Ironically, I fell into the trap that I have been warning against, the trap of using 

mechanistic, technicist strategies to reflect upon situations; Brookfield (1995) has been 

very influential in my thinking and actions, and I still believe that his four lenses theory 

has been the catalyst for my improved understanding of reflective practice.  However, I 

now realise that although it provided me with more and wider perspectives upon the 

issues I was inquiring about, I was still predominantly using my own socio-cultural 

perspective and the immediate contextual landscape to make sense of the 
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experiences.  It seems appropriate here to relate back to my previous thoughts about 

my ‘relativist ontological’ position (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 32) being what King and 

Horrocks describe as understanding the world through ‘our specific cultural and social 

frames of reference’ (2010, p. 9). 

I can now see that this relativist ontology can have limitations if the wider cultural and 

social frames of reference influencing the participants and the context of the research 

are not considered.  I am not suggesting that the findings here are not valid or will not 

be useful for future practice.  On the contrary, my findings will enable me and 

colleagues to support ECS students in developing their understanding of reflective 

practice and develop reflective dispositions.  However, I am suggesting that as 

reflective practitioners there are more than four perspectives to consider. 

When we reflect upon a situation or experience it instantly becomes diffused by the 

socio cultural lens that is intrinsic to our being and the boundaries of our contextual 

surroundings.  For instance, I had a discussion with a colleague about the problems 

that social networking, specifically Facebook, was causing for one of our fellow 

colleagues.  She was being discussed within this public forum by students and mostly in 

a derogatory way.  This disappointed me as it bore no relationship to the values that 

the same students were displaying when regarding their professional practice, which 

were socially and professionally acceptable.   It also made me realise that I was not 

considering the wider contextual elements of students’ lives that have an influence on 

how they view the world and act within it. 

I believe that it is important to be grounded in values and beliefs that guide all of our 

actions regardless of the context.  If those values and beliefs allow others to be hurt, 

damaged and abused then we are looking at much more than a pedagogical cultural 

change for some students; it is a total cultural shift in behaviour to allow them to 

engage in a caring profession, and act respectfully to those they work with and for. 

On the basis of this study I propose a further dimension to Brookfield’s theory (1995).  

This dimension is the socio-cultural one that needs to be considered through a 

peripheral lens that supports a wider perspective and also filters the other lenses.  It 

can illuminate reflective evaluations further, and is determined by two aspects – the 
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socio -cultural influence of the person engaged in reflection, and the socio- cultural 

influences of the particular context in which the reflection takes place.  In this 

particular case I believe that my minimal exposure to (and reluctance to engage with) 

the Facebook phenomenon has meant the perspective of the students has not been 

fully considered: I needed to use a wider angled lens (perspective) to consider how 

evolution has impacted upon the situation I am viewing. 

The immediacy and lack of regard for privacy that social networking promotes must 

have an influence on students’ reflective dispositions.  In addition, if my research had 

been conducted in a different establishment, for example an early years setting, the 

political and socio-cultural influences of that setting would have given a different 

perspective.  I raise these issues only to demonstrate the need to continuously review 

actions and assumptions through critical reflection.  I have argued that this type of 

reflection is evolutionary in nature. 

My reflection upon reflection has evolved throughout this particular journey and 

organically grown from the seeds I first planted when my inquiry began.  I have 

displayed this theory through the diagram below (Figure 7).  Central to the diagram is 

the light blue triangle that represents the cognitive prism (our own thought processes) 

through which the four lenses suggested by Brookfield (1995) are interpreted.  Once 

these lenses have been considered and evaluated, critical reflection happens.  The 

addition of the peripheral socio-cultural lens (the fifth lens) is in place to remind us of 

the wider perspectives influencing the other lenses.  It allows for a more objective view 

and is constantly changing.  I propose that once all five lenses have been considered a 

deeper, evolutionary critical reflection happens. 
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Figure 7: Evolutionary Critical Reflection 

Patton (2002, p. 467) proposes several questions to consider at this stage of the 

research process.  Although I have addressed these questions within this and previous 

sections, it will be advantageous to review some of them again and highlight significant 

findings. 

‘To what extent are findings consistent with other knowledge? Does it have 

confirmatory significance or has it broken new ground – does it have discovery or 

innovative significance?’ 

I believe that this inquiry has confirmatory significance and has also broken new 

ground.  For instance the findings from the FGDFs and the Post-it-note survey 

confirmed that Dewey’s (1910) theory about natural resources for reflective thinking 

(curiosity, depth and suggestion) are indeed used and required.  There are many more 

instances of confirmatory significance within this inquiry including Mezirow’s (2000) 

theory of learning as transformation, highlighted by my own reflective accounts of 

personal and students’ experiences.  Schön’s (1983; 1987) theory about reflective 

practice linked to professional artistry is confirmed when students’ practical 

experiences play a major part in enabling them to become change agents within their 

professional practice. 
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I have discovered many ideas relevant to my research intentions.  As discussed in the 

previous section, I now have a much better understanding of the considerations I need 

to make when supporting ECS students in the development of their reflective 

dispositions.  The innovatory significance of this research has been the discoveries 

made through my personal reflections upon this whole process.  My adaptation to 

Brookfield’s (1995) four lenses theory will impact on mine and others’ reflective 

practice. 

‘To what extent are the findings useful, for some intended purpose?  Has it informed 

my practice?’ 

This inquiry has been useful in several ways.  The findings have not only informed my 

practice by highlighting the considerations I need to make to support ECS students in 

the development of their reflective dispositions; it has a much more profound impact 

upon my long term practice.  The discoveries made about the need to consider wider, 

socio-cultural perspectives to inform my reflective practice will guide my own practice 

both personally and professionally, and will be something I incorporate into my 

facilitation as a tutor to support others to understand what considerations should be 

made to be critically reflective. 

This research has taught me so much, putting aside the numerous things I have learnt 

about myself as a student and researcher and how this process has proven to be one 

of the most arduous I have ever undertaken.  I have learnt that regardless of good 

intentions not to make assumptions, assumptions are made about others without 

realising and unless one has a reflective disposition that guides all of life’s actions the 

assumptions we make can be detrimental to others. 

The action continues………………….. 
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Figure 8: The Action Continues  
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6 Hovering Higher: Reflecting Deeper 

This post-script is written in response to my reflections upon examiners’ perceptions of 

my thesis.  My intention is to strengthen and reinforce the consistent message 

throughout this research that inflexibility of thought is not acceptable if improvements 

upon practice and upon the human condition are to be achieved.  Critical reflection is 

integral to sustained improvement particularly in the field of early childhood which is 

currently undergoing significant changes, for example, changes in the curriculum (Early 

Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) and National Curriculum reviews) and potentially in the 

professional workforce, and  Nutbrown (2012)- The independent review of early 

education and childcare qualifications.  I was reminded during my examination that I 

have a responsibility to ensure the theories I have established and the contribution to 

the reflective practice knowledge base I have made are explicitly communicated and 

disseminated widely. 

In an article about practitioner research, Hedges (2010, p. 300) outlines the ‘dual role’ 

of a researcher as a professional and she discusses the advantages of ‘blurring the 

boundaries between research, practice and professional learning’.  She states that ‘it 

can increase the robustness, authenticity and validity…. and is more likely to lead to 

changes in practice’.   My experiences throughout this research support Hedges’ (2010) 

thoughts, however, for the expectations of this thesis there is a necessity to distinguish 

between my voice as the professional researcher and my voice as the practitioner 

researcher, albeit the same person.  My insider and outsider research stance during 

this study has resulted in such blurring, thereby hindering an explicit communication of 

my perceptions as a critical researcher.  Being a critical researcher has required a 

consistently rigorous process throughout this project, from distinguishing the most 

appropriate research design (see Figure 3) to evaluating findings. As a critical 

researcher within this context I have illuminated and transformed thinking about the 

relationships between the dilemmas and tensions of educational needs for early 

childhood students and the real world socio-cultural and political practicalities.   I will 

reinforce the originality of the research project by highlighting the significance of the 

findings for other professional educators.   I will reflect my understanding of the 

significance of my work for wider contexts and for the learning of others in the field of 
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early childhood studies and beyond.  I will reflect on my own practice and theorize it 

more explicitly to show consistency between the arguments I make in the thesis and 

the realization of those arguments in practice.  Like Hedges (2010, p. 312), my research 

will motivate and encourage others to use ‘evidence-informed inquiry… and foster a 

theoretically-informed rethinking of teaching practices’. 

This research has taken on additional significance since its inception, as there is 

currently intense debate within the field of early childhood workforce development, 

for example the qualifications framework review, (Nutbrown, 2012).  These debates 

focus on the importance of high quality child care for young children.  There has been 

an urgent need for this review to enable an overhaul of the qualifications framework 

and ensure consistency of a highly qualified workforce throughout the sector.  The 

early childhood professional requires ability to sustain critical engagement with policy 

discourses and their underpinning ideological shifts.  The evidence from my research 

has the potential to be instrumental in informing policy regarding appropriate 

pedagogies not only within this debate but also across a wide range of professional 

practice based workforce sectors and higher education programmes.  Enabling and 

supporting students to develop reflective dispositions can be achieved through 

creating an environment conducive of effective reflective pedagogy (see Figure 6) and 

also introducing students to a model of reflective process to scaffold that development 

(see Figure 7).   

I concur with McNiff ( (2012a, p. 1) when she discusses the importance of ‘I’ in 

educational research.  I am actively contributing to ‘cultural, social and political 

transformation through [my] scholarly account of practice’.  Wide dissemination of my 

research experience (not just my findings) will enable a range of professionals and 

other stakeholders in the field, to gain confidence and reassurance that the ‘I’ in 

educational research is valid and appropriate for this type of action research practice- 

based inquiry.  Underpinned by a strong theoretical framework (see Figure 2: Theory 

Tree) and driven by a cohesive methodology this research has already evidenced a 

raised consciousness and transformation of awareness and thinking to improve my 

own and students’ practice.  The findings have enabled me to make two explicit 

recommendations  



142 
 

1. Elements to consider when creating an environment conducive to the 

development of students’ critically reflective dispositions (Figure 6: Stitching 

the 'Bricolage'), and 

2. An evolutionary critical reflective model to support an holistic evaluative 

process (Figure 7: Evolutionary Critical Reflection) 

Another very significant, albeit, more implicit finding is the learning gained from 

creating a totally cohesive research methodology and basing it upon my own 

ontological and epistemological values; a reflective methodology.  For example, the 

use of focus group discussions as a method of data collection was used not only for 

their appropriateness within a qualitative paradigm, but also because the method was 

aligned to one of the pedagogical strategies already in use with students within their 

programme of study.  This in turn demonstrates my pedagogical values regarding the 

need for learning to take place within a meaningful context,  linked to Dewey’s (1910) 

concept of ‘suggestion’ being one of our natural resources for reflective thinking (see 

Figure 2: Theory Tree). 

6.1 Illuminating the Findings 

Section 4 Data Presentation and Discussion) was a challenging section to write as I 

had to make decisions about presenting the rich narrative data gained from all 

participants and give an overview from myself as both practitioner and researcher.  

Until now I have not seen the necessity to distinguish between myself as practitioner 

and myself as researcher as I have been central to this project to improve my 

professional practice and I view myself as a truly synthesised practitioner researcher.  

The ontological and epistemological basis of this study is about the existential nature 

of reflective practice and the premise that, for me, research is an implicit part of 

practice – ‘life as inquiry’ (Marshall, 1999).   During my study I was using more of my 

‘insider’ professional practitioner researcher perspective and risking the 

marginalisation of the more objective ‘outsider’ critical researcher perspective; 

however, I would argue that I was continually conscious of remaining as impartial as 

possible.  Distinguishing the purpose of action research is necessary to establish the 

researcher position.  Action research within the daily learning and teaching context is 

an assumed practice and, for the continual cyclical process of problem solving through 
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reflecting upon close observations, planning, implementing and evaluating, the insider 

practitioner researcher takes precedence.  My research has disclosed significant 

findings that will impact upon a wider audience than my immediate practice.  My 

critical researcher perspective becomes more explicit and apparent within section 4.5 

where all of my data are analysed and evaluated then summarised in Figure 6.  Each 

element of Figure 6 holds its own importance and will have a significant impact upon 

students and practitioners; this has been demonstrated within extended discussions in 

sections 4.5.1-8 and 4.6.  The four elements to consider are  

 Transitional needs of students  

 Becoming professionally self-aware and developing a professional artistry 

 The significance of practical experience and its relationship to theoretical 

perspectives 

 Opportunities for collaboration within a community of practice 

All four elements are to be considered, however, there may be a different emphasis 

and priority of each depending upon the context in which they are considered.  

However, I believe that the transitional needs of students, whatever the context, is 

significantly important.  For example, the students in my sample group were first year, 

level four early childhood students.  They had mostly come from mainstream 

secondary education where their educational experiences were based predominantly 

upon a transmission approach to learning.  Expectations and practices within HE, and 

specifically within early childhood studies programmes, are very different to their 

existing experience. It is crucial that consideration is made to accommodate and 

support this epistemological shift to a social constructivist, co-constructed, fully 

interactive and interdependent approach.   

The risk of making recommendations such as these is that they eventually become 

someone else’s assumptions.  Unless those using the recommendations have an 

understanding of the necessity to continually question practice and challenge existing 

assumptions through reflective practice, I will have created what Brookfield (1995) 

calls a  causal assumption which would contradict the purpose of this research.  

Therefore I have a responsibility to ensure that the theories I offer do not become 

distorted in translation and are used to challenge existing normative frames of 
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reference and act as a catalyst for further theorising.  What follows are further 

critically reflective insights about the significance of my findings and theory regarding 

the necessity to use a fifth perspective; the socio-cultural lens enabling evolutionary 

critical reflection (see Figure 7, p 137).  This fifth perspective goes beyond Brookfield’s 

(1995) four lens theory.  This research has enabled me to redefine the concept of 

critical reflection which I see as an 

…active engagement in continual review and repositioning of assumptions, 
values and practice in light of evaluation of multiple perspectives, including 
the wider  socio-cultural perspectives influencing the context; transforming 
and transcending self and practice in order to effect change and 
improvement. 

(Hanson 2012 definition of critical reflection, written for the first time here) 

 

6.2 What difference will my research make? 

My work challenges the concept of target-driven performative professional cultures 

which are only concerned to improve upon the instrumental aspects of practitioners’ 

roles.  Within neo-liberal discourses, performativity has become the dominant 

narrative, reflecting policy frameworks that privilege universal standards for 

professional knowledge and practice.  As a counterpoint to this neo-liberal position I 

am proposing a reflective activism or reflective agency that opposes these 

instrumentalist notions.   This proposal goes beyond my current practice of supporting 

the early childhood students to develop reflective dispositions and challenges the 

concept of professionalism within this context. Within this research I also challenge the 

views about education being a transmission of one person’s understanding of 

knowledge to another.  Early childhood practitioners encourage young children to 

explore, make choices and develop skills of independent critical thinking supported 

within a socially co-constructed environment.   Philosophies underpinning early 

childhood practice encourage children to be agents and drivers of their own learning 

and development.  Young children have very complex learning and development needs 

which require experts within this specialised field to co-construct learning 

environments based upon their ability to tune into each child and scaffold their 

learning journeys.  Those working within this phase of education are faced with the 
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challenges of the discontinuities between the EYFS and Key Stage 1 (KS1) and the 

moves towards a school readiness agenda in which formal learning is being privileged. 

By considering the findings of this research (summarised in Figure 6) and transposing 

the concepts to meet contextual needs, there could be a continuation of the reflexive, 

practical pedagogy that encourages ‘responsibility to contribute to practical knowledge 

of the world for personal, social, environmental, political and economic stability’ 

(McNiff, 2012b, p. 8).    The use of the Evolutionary Critical Reflection model (Figure 7) 

with students in all phases of educational practitioner training will incorporate the 

requirement for students to engage critically with these policy narratives as well as 

with assumptions about children that derive from more philosophical orientations. 

The field of early childhood and the career opportunities within it are diverse and 

unique to each individual context, each individual child and family; therefore it is not 

possible to give a formulaic list of instructions for solving practice-based problems.  

The early childhood workforce is required to work within a multi-professional arena.  

They are expected to have knowledge and understanding of child development, 

education, social welfare, health, safeguarding, children’s rights, and much more.  

Working with other professionals like social workers, educational psychologists and 

medical professionals requires early childhood practitioners to communicate 

effectively and share in the decision making about children’s futures.  This 

responsibility requires self-assurance that information is based upon a thorough 

evaluation of multiple perspectives relevant to the situation in question.  My research 

can support the development of skills to manage those varied and unique issues 

through effective reflective pedagogies that enable meaningful learning through social 

constructivist, experiential approaches continually questioning assumptions and 

existing frames of reference.  I realise that these are not exclusive to early childhood 

but are transferrable to other professionals who seek to improve their own practice for 

the sake of a better provision /quality of life for those they work with.   

Current political debates within the early childhood workforce sector have prompted 

significant consultations and publicly funded training programmes to develop a 

graduate level workforce for children under five and their families.  For example the 

Nutbrown Review (2012)  reviewed current early education and childcare 

qualifications.  The recommendations she makes to the Government regarding 
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changes needed to the qualifications framework support the need for  ‘effective 

pedagogical leaders who understand the learning and development needs of children 

and can enhance and extend teaching and learning opportunities‘ (Nutbrown, 2012, p. 

3).  It has also been recognised through national research projects, for example, Siraj-

Blatchford et al (2011) that high quality early years provision has a lasting positive 

impact on outcomes for children and narrows the gap between disadvantaged and 

non-disadvantaged children.  The skills and qualities that these ‘effective pedagogical 

leaders’ (Nutbrown, 2012, p. 3)  and quality indicators require are reliant upon the 

workforce utilising higher order thinking skills through critical reflection.  However, it is 

the interpretation of critical reflective practice that becomes crucial in the 

effectiveness of its application.  My initial introduction to reflective practice as a 

trainee teacher in 1992 was couched in an instrumental technicist framework which 

relied upon evaluation driven by criteria set by political forces, for example curriculum 

guidance, Ofsted inspection and institutional policy.  My proposals from this research 

and my own lived experience of the development of my own reflective ability, are 

based upon what McNiff (2011, p. 280) describes as moral justification; ‘trying to live 

one’s values of moral commitment in practice’. Central to my research is the moral 

commitment to improving the lives of young children and their families.  However, the 

evolutionary critical reflective practice I propose goes beyond this field and can be 

applied across the educational sector and at different career points (see Figure 7 

p137).  To illustrate this further I can recount a very recent learning and teaching 

experience with some level 6 students who are all professional practitioners within 

early childhood settings.  This group of students have all had varying number of years’ 

experience within the early childhood workforce and most were working at a senior 

level.  Having been introduced to Figure 7: Evolutionary Critical Reflection, they 

embarked upon a small practitioner based project to explore an issue within their 

practice.  Some chose similar issues, for example, how they could improve outdoor 

provision for children.  Comparing findings and sharing perspectives enlightened their 

individual projects, and there were elements common to all.  However once they had 

explored the fifth peripheral socio-cultural lens they realised that each individual 

context required exclusive consideration because of the uniqueness of the socio-

cultural influences within each environment.  These very confident, experienced, 
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professionals were emotionally moved by the transformation in their thinking about 

the concept of evolutionary critical reflective practice. 

These practitioners and others who are at different stages of their professional 

development are required to go beyond a demonstration of high standards of practical 

competencies.  The findings of my research will impact upon the quality of provision 

for young children and potentially have implications for those working in other phases 

of education if they are introduced to my proposals for critical reflective practice.   

Practitioners practising an effective reflective pedagogy will impact upon children’s 

dispositions to learn and result in positive learning outcomes.  My hope is that this 

approach can be adopted throughout all phases of education.  Teachers who act as 

positive role models encouraging children to use their natural resources to learn  

(Dewey, 1910, 1933);  question through curiosity; make links with previous knowledge  

to progress  their understanding through suggestion and allow time and space for a 

depth of thought will be enabling young people to develop those reflective 

dispositions for life- long learning. This impact for higher education entrants may not 

be apparent during my working lifetime but having witnessed some of the mature 

work-based early childhood students transforming their practice and outcomes for 

children and families through critical reflective practice, I am optimistic that future 

level four early childhood degree entrants will have existing positive reflective 

dispositions on which to extend and strengthen.  Therefore, this is about not relying on 

narrowly-defined government standards and norms, but on sustaining a view of the 

complexity of the field, and the complexity of professional knowledge and practice this 

is needed to sustain quality. 

6.3 How will I make the difference? 

The importance of using different perspectives to inform and illuminate the factors 

impacting upon a focused issue is demonstrated throughout this thesis.  The discovery 

that I neglected a wider peripheral lens through which to view the student 

participants’ social context highlighted to me that regardless of how proficient we feel 

we are as reflective professionals, there is a continual requirement to engage with the 

reality of life for those involved in our work.  Mezirow (2000) warns of the possibility 

that socio-cultural distortions can create a self-fulfilling prophecy.  I would be 
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contradicting my values regarding critical reflection, for example, if I assumed that all 

young people use social networking sites such as Face Book in the same way. This 

further demonstrates the need to be persistent in questioning our actions and ideas, 

and maintaining awareness of the impact of technological changes.  Thinking of ways 

to work with the discoveries that compromise our beliefs is important, for instance; 

can social networking, as an open display of thought, be used to complement reflective 

practice? 

This research has enabled me to generate a new living theory of reflective practice 

which will contribute to what Schön (1995b) cited in McNiff (2012b) refers to as new 

forms of scholarship and new institutional epistemologies.  McNiff ( (2012b, p. 9) 

speaks of the value of ‘practical knowledge creation for economic sustainability’; my 

research will have a positive impact upon the depth and proficiency of practical 

knowledge creation throughout educational contexts.  The consideration of the 

evolutionary critical reflection model (Figure 7) and the environmental/contextual 

situations to be aware of for students (Figure 6) will support the changing educational 

landscape. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



149 
 

Bibliography 

Alexander, R., 2011. Cambridge Primary Review: Towards a New Primary Curriculum, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University. 

Appleby, K., 2010. Reflective Thinking; Reflective Practice. In: M. Reed & N. Canning, 

eds. Reflective Practice in the Early Years. London: Sage Publications. 

Argyris, C. & Schön, D., 1974. Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness. 

San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Argyris, C. & Schön, D., 1996. Organizational Learning II: Theory, Method and Practice. 

Reading, Massachusetts: Addison Wesley. 

Barnett, B. & O'Mahony, G., 2006. Developing a Culture of Reflection: Implications for 

School Improvement. Reflective Practice, 7(4), pp. 499-523. 

Barrett, J. & Whitehead, J., 1985. Supporting Teachers in Their Classroom Research. 

cited in McNiff, J (1988): Action Research Principles and Practice. 

Blandford, S. & Knowles, C., 2009. Developing Professional Practice. Harlow, Essex: 

Pearson Education Ltd.. 

Bolton, G., 2010. Reflective Practice: Writing & Professional Development. London: 

Sage Publications. 

Boud, D., Keogh, R. & Walker, D., 1985. Promoting Reflection in Learning: A Model. In: 

D. Boud, R. Keogh & D. Walker, eds. Reflection: Turning Experience into Learning. 

London: Routledge Falmer, pp. 18-40. 

Boud, D. & Walker, D., 1998. Promoting Reflection in Professional Courses: The 

Challenge of Context. Studies in Higher Education, 23(2), pp. 191-207. 

British Educational Research Association, 2011. Ethical Guidelines for Educational 

Research, London: BERA. 

Brockbank, A. & McGill, I., 2007. Facilitating Reflective Learning in Higher Education 

(Society for Research into Higher Education). 2nd ed. Berkshire: Open University Press. 



150 
 

Brookfield, S., 1995. Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher. San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass. 

Browne, J., 2010. Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Education: an Independent 

Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance, : . 

Bruner, J. S., 1960. The Process of Education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Canning, N. & Callan, S., 2010. Heutagogy: Spirals of Reflection to Empower Learners in 

Higher Education. Reflective Practice, 11(1), pp. 71-82. 

Carr, W. & S, K., 1986. Becoming Critical: Education Knowledge and Action Research. 

London: Falmer. 

Central Advisory Council for Education (England), 1967. The Plowden Report, London: 

Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

Children's Workforce Development Council, 2006. Early Years Professional Standards, 

Leeds: CWDC. 

Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010a. On The Right Track, Leeds: CWDC. 

Children's Workforce Development Council, 2010b. Refreshing the Common Core of 

Skills and Knowledge, Leeds: CWDC. 

Corbin, J. M. & Strauss, A. C., 2008. Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 

Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. 3rd ed. London: Sage Publications. 

Cresswell, J. W., 2003. Research Design: Qualitative, Qualitative and Mixed Methods 

Approaches. London: Sage Publications Ltd. 

Crotty, M., 1998. The Foundations of Social Research. London: Sage Publications. 

Dahlberg, G., Moss, P. & Oence, A. R., 2007. Beyond Quality in Early Childhood 

Education and Care. 2nd ed. Oxon: Routledge. 

Daudelin, M., 1996. Learning from Experience Through Reflection. Organizational 

Dynamics, 24(3), pp. 36-48. 



151 
 

Denzin, N. & Lincoln, Y., 2005. The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research. 3rd ed. 

London: Sage Publications. 

Denzin, N. & Lincoln, Y., 2008. Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry. London: Sage 

Publications. 

Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2006. Raising Standards - Improving 

Outcomes: Statutory Guidance, Early Years Outcomes Duty, Child Care Act 2006, 

Nottingham: DCSF. 

Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008. Practice Guidance for the Early 

Years Foundation Stage, Nottingham: DCSF. 

Department for Education and Skills, 1990. Starting with Quality: Report of the 

Committee of Enquiry into the Quality of Education Experience Offered to Three and 

Four Year Olds. Rumbold Report., London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

Department for Education and Skills, 2005. Common Core of Skills and Knowledge for 

the Children's Workforce, Nottingham: DfES Publications. 

Department for Education and Skills, 2006. Children's Workforce Strategy: Building a 

World-class Workforce for Children, Young People and Families, Nottingham: DfES 

Publications. 

Department for Education and Skills, 2007. Children's Workforce Strategy Update, 

Nottingham: DfES Publications. 

Dewey, J., 1910. How We Think. Boston/New York/Chicago: D.C. Heath & Co. 

Dewey, J., 1916. Democracy and Education: an Introduction to the Philosophy of 

Education. USA: Macmillan. 

Dewey, J., 1933. How we Think: A Restatement of the Relation of Reflective Thinking to 

the Educative Process. Chicago: Henry Regnery. 

Edwards, G. & Thomas, G., 2010. Can Reflective Practice Be Taught?. Educational 

Studies, 36(4), pp. 403-414. 



152 
 

Fetterman, D. M., 2010. Ethnography. Step by Step. 3rd ed. London: Sage. 

Flick, U., 2009. An Introduction to Qualitative Research. 4th ed. London: Sage 

Publications. 

Fowler, K. & Robins, A., 2006. Being Reflective: Encouraging and Teaching Reflective 

Practice. In: A. Robins, ed. Mentoring in the Early Years. London: Sage Publications. 

Freire, P., 1970. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. London: Penguin Books. 

Freire, P., 1973. Education for Critcial Consciousness. London: Sheed and Ward. 

Ghaye, A. & Ghaye, K., 1998. Teaching and Learning through Critical Reflective 

Practice. London: David Fulton. 

Ghaye, T., 2005. Reflection as a Catalyst for Change. Reflective Practice, 6(2), pp. 177-

187. 

Ghaye, T., 2007. Is Reflective Practice Ethical? (The Case of the Reflective Portfolio). 

Reflective Practice, 8(2), pp. 151-162. 

Ghaye, T., 2010. In What Ways Can Reflective Practices Enhance Human Flourishing?. 

Reflective Practice, 11(1), pp. 1-7. 

Ghaye, T. et al., 2008. Participatory and Appreciative Action and Reflection (PAAR) - 

Democratizing Reflective Practices. Reflective Practice, 9(4), pp. 361-397. 

Gray, D. E., 2009. Doing Action Research in the Real World. London: Sage Publications. 

Greene, G., 1951. The end of the affair. Hammondsworth: Penguin. 

Habermas, J., 1972. Knowledge and Human Interests. USA: Beacon Press. 

Habermas, J., 1974. Theory and Practice. 5th ed. USA: Beacon Press. 

Hanson, K., 2009. 'Reflect' - is This a Reasonable Request?. [Online]  

Available at: http://eprints.worc.ac.uk/783/ 



153 
 

Hanson, K., 2011. 'Reflect' - is This Too Much to Ask?. Reflective Practice, 12(3), pp. 

293-304. 

Hase, S. & Kenyon, C., 2001. From Androgogy to Heutagogy, : UltiBASE - Peer reviewed 

online. 

Hedges, H., 2010. Blurring the boundaries: connecting research, practice and 

professional learning. Cambridge Journal of Education, 40(3), pp. 299-314. 

Heidegger, M., 1962. Being and Time. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 

Her Majesty's Treasury, 2004. Choice for Parents, the Best Start for Children: 10 Year 

Strategy for Childcare, : Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

Heron, J. & Reason, P., 2000. The Practice of Co-operative Inquiry: Research 'with' 

rather than 'on' People. In: P. Reason & H. Bradbury, eds. Handbook of Action 

Research. London: Sage Publications. 

Hofer, B. K. & Pintrich, P. R., 2002. Personal Epistemology: the Psychology of Beliefs 

About Knowledge and Knowing. New Jersey: Lawrence Elbaum Associates. 

Hunt, C., 1998. An Adventure: from Reflective Practice to Spirituality. Teaching in 

HIgher Education, 3(3), pp. 325-337. 

Hunt, C., 2009. A Long and Winding Road: a Personal Journey from Community 

Education to Spirituality via Reflective Practice. International Journal of Lifelong 

Learning, 28(1), pp. 71-98. 

Ixer, G., 1999. There's No Such Thing as Reflection. British Journal of Social Work, 

29(1), pp. 513-527. 

Jarvis, P., 2006. Researching Adult and Lifelong Learning in a Global Perspective: the 

Learning Organisation. Trinity and All Saints College, Leeds, . 

Kamberelis, G. & Dimitriadis, G., 2005. Focus Groups: Strategic Articulations of 

Pedagogy, Politics, and Inquiry. In: N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln, eds. The Sage Handbook of 

Qualitative Research. 3rd ed. London: Sage Publications Ltd. 



154 
 

Katz, L., 1993. Dispositions as Educational Goals. ERIC Digest. 

Katz, L., 1999. Another Look at What Young Children Should be Learning. 

Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education, ERIC Digest, June (EDO-

PS-99-5). 

Kemmis, S., 1985. Action Research and the Politics of Reflection. In: D. Boud, R. Keogh 

& D. Walker, eds. Reflection: Turning Experience into Learning. : Routledge Farmer. 

King, N. & Horrocks, C., 2010. Interviews in Qualitative Research. London: Sage 

Publications Ltd. 

King, P. M. & Kitchener, K. S., 2002. The Reflective Judgement Model: Twenty Years of 

Research on Epistemic Cognition. In: B. K. Hofer & P. R. Pintrich, eds. Personal 

Epistemology: the Psychology of Beliefs About Knowledge and Knowing. New Jersey: 

Lawrence Elbaum Associates. 

Kinsella, A. E., 2006. Constructivist Underpinnings in Donald Schon's Theory of 

Reflective Practice: Echoes of Neson Goodman. Reflective Practice, 7(3), pp. 277-286. 

Kitchener, J. S., 1983. Cognition, Metacognition and Epistemic Cognition: a Three-level 

Model of Cognitive Processing. Human Development, 26(4), pp. 222-232. 

Kitzinger, J., 1994. The Methodology of Focus Groups: the Importance of Interaction 

between Research Participants. Sociology of Health and Illness, 16(1), pp. 103-121. 

Kitzinger, J., 1995. Qualitative Research: Introducing Focus Groups. British Medical 

Journal, 3(11), pp. 299-302. 

Knight, B., 1996. Reflecting on Reflective Practice. Studies in the Education of Adults, 

28(2), pp. 162-184. 

Kolb, D. A., 1984. Experiential Learning. London: Englewood Cliffs. 

Krueger, R. A. & Casey, M. A., 2009. Focus Groups: a Practical Guide for Applied 

Research. 4th ed. London: Sage Publications. 



155 
 

Laming Report, 2003. The Victoria Climbié Inquiry: Report of an Inquiry by Lord Laming, 

London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

Leeson, C., 2010. In Praise of Reflective Practice. In: R. Parker-Rees, C. Leeson, J. Willan 

& S. J, eds. Early Childhood Studies. 3rd ed. Exeter: Learning Matter Ltd. 

Leitch, R. & Day, C., 2000. Action Research and Reflective Practice: Towards a Holistic 

View. Educational Action Research, 8(1), pp. 179-193. 

Lincoln, Y. & Guba, E., 1985. Naturalisitic Inquiry. Beverley Hills, California: Sage. 

Lincoln, Y. & Guba, E., 1994. Naturalistic Inquiry. Newbury Park, California: Sage. 

Loughran, J. J., 1996. Developing Reflective Practice: Learning about Teaching and 

Learning Through Modelling. Washington, DC: Falmer Press. 

Loughran, J. J., 2002. Effective Reflective Practice: In Search of Meaning in Learning 

about Teaching. Journal of Teacher Education, 53(1), pp. 33-43. 

Madriz, E., 2003. Focus Groups in Feminist Research. In: N. Denzin & Y. Lincoln, eds. 

Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials. London: Sage Publications. 

Marshall, J., 1999. Living Life as Inquiry. Systematic Practice and Action Research, 12(2), 

pp. 155-171. 

Marshall, J., 2010. Key Note Speech at EECERA. Birmingham, Birmingham University. 

McDowall Clark, R. & Baylis, S., 2010. Early Years Professionals: Leading for Change. In: 

M. Reed & N. Canning, eds. Reflective Practice in the Early Years. London: Sage 

Publications. 

McNiff, J., 1988. Action Research: Principles and Practice. London: MacMillan 

Education Ltd. 

McNiff, J., 1993. Teaching as Learning: an Action Research Approach. London: 

Routledge. 

McNiff, J., 2011. New Cultures of critical reflection in Qatar. Educational Action 

REsearch, 19(3), pp. 279-296. 



156 
 

McNiff, J., 2012a. The Significance of 'I' in Educational Research and the Responsibility 

of Intellectuals. [Online]  

Available at: www.jeanmcniff.com/items.asp?id=92 

[Accessed 12th July 2012]. 

McNiff, J., 2012b. Action resarch, transformational influences. Pasts, presents and 

futures.. [Online]  

Available at: www.jeanmcniff.com/items.asp?id=11 

[Accessed 12th July 2012]. 

McNiff, J. & Whitehead, J., 2009. Doing and Writing Action Research. London: Sage 

Publications. 

McNiff, J. & Whitehead, J., 2010. You and Your Action Research Project. 3rd ed. 

London: Routledge Taylor and Francis Group. 

Mezirow, J., 1998. On Critical Reflection. Adult Education Quarterly, Volume 48, pp. 

185-198. 

Mezirow, J., 2000. Learning as Transformation. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Moon, J., 2004. A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning: Theory and 

Practice. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

Morgan, D. L., 1997. Focus Groups as Qualitative Research. 2nd ed. London: Sage 

Publications. 

Moss, P., 1994. Defining Quality: Values, Stakeholders and Processes. In: P. Moss & A. 

Pence, eds. Valuing Quality in Early Childhood Services: New Approaches to Defining 

Quality. London: Paul Chapman Publishing. 

Moss, P., 1998. Young Children and Early Childhood Institutions: Who and What Do We 

Think They Are?. East Midlands Conference Centre, 16-17 July, s.n. 

Moss, P., 2008. Foreword. In: A. Paige-Smith & A. Craft, eds. Developing Reflective 

Practice in the Early Years. Berkshire, England: Open University Press, p. xvi. 



157 
 

Mukherji, P. & Albon, D., 2010. Research Methods in Early Childhood. London: Sage 

Publications. 

Norton, L., 2009. Action Research in Teaching and Learning: a Practical Guide to 

Conducting Pedagogical Research in Universities. London: Routledge. 

Nutbrown, C., 2012. Foundations For Quality - The independent review of early 

education and childcare qualifications - Nutbrown Review Final Report, Cheshire: 

Department for Education. 

Paige-Smith, A. & Craft, A., 2008. Developing Reflective Practice in the Early Years. 

Berkshire, England: Open University Press. 

Park, C., 2003. Engaging Students in the Learning Process: the Learning Journal. Journal 

of Geography in Higher Education, 27(2), pp. 183-199. 

Patton, M. Q., 2002. Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. 3rd ed. London: 

Sage Publications. 

Piaget, J. & Inhelder, B., 1969. The Psychology of the Child. London: Routledge & Kegan 

Paul. 

Plowden Committee, 1967. Children and their Primary schools, London: HMSO. 

Pollard, V., 2008. Ethics and Reflective Practice: Continuing the Conversation. 

Reflective Practice, 9(4), pp. 399-407. 

Quality Assurance Agency, 2007. Early Childhood Studies: Subject Benchmarks. [Online]  

Available at: 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Pages/Subject-

benchmark-statement-Early-childhood-studies.aspx 

[Accessed 27 July 2011]. 

Reed, M., 2008. Professional Development through Reflective Practice. In: A. Paige-

Smith & A. Craft, eds. Developing Reflective Practice in the Early Years. Berkshire, 

England: Open University Press. 



158 
 

Reed, M., 2010. Children's Centres and Children's Services?. In: M. Reed & N. Canning, 

eds. Reflective Practice in the Early Years. London: Sage Publications. 

Reed, M., 2011. Professional Development and Reflective Practice. In: A. Paige-Smith & 

A. Craft, eds. Developing Reflective Practice in the Early Years. Berkshire, England: 

Open University Press. 

Richards, C. M., 2010. Safeguarding Children: Every Child Matters So Everybody 

Matters. In: M. Reed & N. Canning, eds. Reflective Practice in the Early Years. London: 

Sage Publications. 

Roberts, A., 2009. Encouraging Reflective Practice in Periods of Professional Workplace 

Experience: the Development of a Conceptual Model. Reflective Practice, 10(5), pp. 

633-644. 

Rogers, C., 1983. Freedom to Learn for the 80s. Columbus: Charles E. Merrill. 

Rogers, R., 2001. Reflection in Higher Education: A Concept Analysis. Innovative Higher 

Education, 26(1), pp. 37-57. 

Rogoff, B., 2003. The Cultural Nature of Human Development. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Russell, T., 2005. Can Reflective Practice be Taught?. Reflective Practice, 6(2), pp. 199-

204. 

Ryan, G. W. & Bernard, A. P., 2000. Data Management and Analysis Methods. In: N. 

Denzin & Y. Lincoln, eds. The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research. London: Sage 

Publications Ltd. 

Samuels, M. & Betts, J., 2007. Crossing the Threshold From Description to 

Deconstruction and Reconstruction: Using Self-assessment to Deepen Reflection. 

Reflective Practice, 8(2), pp. 269-286. 

Sandars, J., 2005. An Activity Theory Perspective. Work Based Learning in Primary Care, 

Volume 3, pp. 191-201. 



159 
 

Sandars, J., 2005. An Activity Theory Perspective. Work Based Learning in Primary Care, 

Volume 3, pp. 191-201. 

Schön, D. A., 1983. the Reflective Practitioner. London: Ashgate Publishing Ltd. 

Schön, D. A., 1987. Educating the Reflective Practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey Bass. 

Schön, D. A., 1995a. The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, s.l.: 

s.n. 

Schön, D. A., 1995b. The New Scholarship Requires a New Epistemology. Change, 

November/December 27(6), pp. 27-34. 

Siraj-Blatchford, I. et al., 2011. Performing against the odds; developmental trajectories 

of children in the EPPSE 3-16 study. Research Report DFE-RR128, s.l.: Department for 

Education,. 

Stenhouse, L., 1975. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development. 

London: Heinemann. 

Sutherland, P. & Crowther, J., 2006. Lifelong Learning Concepts and Contexts. London: 

Routledge. 

Sylva, K. et al., 2003. The Effective Provision of Pre-school Education Project: Findings 

from the Pre-School Period. Research Biref No. RBX15-03, London: DfES Publications. 

Taylor, J. & Woods, M., 2005. Early Childhood Studies: An Holistic Introduction. 2nd ed. 

London: Hodder Arnold. 

Tesch, R., 1990. Qualitative Research: Analysis Types & Software Tools. Bristol, 

Pennsylvania: Falmer Press. 

Tett, L., 2002. Lifelong Learning Policies: Four Fallacies and an Interrogation. University 

of Stirling, . 

Thompson, N. & Pascal, J., 2011. Reflective Practice: and Existentialist Perspective. 

Reflective Practice, 12(1), pp. 15-26. 



160 
 

Tsang, A. K. T., 2011. In-class Reflective Group Discussion as a Strategy for the 

Development of Students as Evolving Professionals. International Journal for the 

Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 5(1), pp. 1-17. 

Van Manen, M., 1977. Linking Ways of Knowing with Ways of Being Practical. 

Curriculum Inquiry, 6(3), pp. 205-228. 

Vygotsky, L., 1978. Mind in Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wellington, J., 2000. Educational Research Contemporary Issues and Practical 

Approaches. London: Continuum. 

Wenger, E., 1998. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Wenger, E., McDermott, R. A. & W, S., 2002. Cultivating Communities of Practice: a 

Guide to Managing Knowledge. Boston, Massachusetts: Harvard Business School Press. 

Willig, C., 2001. Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology. Buckingham: Open 

University Press. 

Wilson, V., 1997. Focus Groups: a Useful Qualitative Method for Educational 

Research?. British Educational Research Journal, 23(2), pp. 209-224. 

Wood, E., 2008. Listening to Young Children: Multiple Voices, Meanings and 

Understandings. In: A. Paige-Smith & A. Craft, eds. Developing Reflective Practice in the 

Early Years. Berkshire, England: Open University Press. 

Wood, E., 2011. Listening to Young Children: Multiple Voices, Meanings and 

Understandings. In: A. Paige-Smith & A. Craft, eds. Developing Reflective Practice in the 

Early Years. 2nd ed. Berkshire, England: Open University Press. 

 

APPENDICES 

APPENDIX 1: Observation of Bella at 18 months old ----------------------------------------- 162 

APPENDIX 2: Peer Learning Through Observation Record Sheet ------------------------- 163 



161 
 

APPENDIX 3: Letter informing students about post-it-note survey ---------------------- 165 

APPENDIX 4: BERA Guidelines ----------------------------------------------------------------------- 166 

APPENDIX 5: Focus Discussion Group Forum Transcripts ----------------------------------- 169 

APPENDIX 6: Ethics consent -------------------------------------------------------------------------- 243 

APPENDIX 7: Power Point Presentation to Students ----------------------------------------- 246 

APPENDIX 8: Letter to students regarding research and consent form ----------------- 251 

APPENDIX 9: Post- It- Note response from students------------------------------------------ 253 

APPENDIX 10: Research Plan------------------------------------------------------------------------- 254 

 

  



162 
 

APPENDIX 1: Observation of Bella at 18 months old 

Karen Hanson  (Bella’s Nana) 

Observation Notes: 14th October 2010  

Observer’s Role : Participant in play experience 

Context : Bella (18 months old) at Nana and Grandpa’s house – in the 

lounge playing 

 

Bella had been playing with her toys that she keeps at our house but decided to have a 

break and sit on her favourite ‘bouncy’ chair.  The chair is beside the display cabinet 

where she noticed the set of Russian dolls that Anna had bought me back from Russia. 

I showed Bella the dolls and she became excited.  They were really too difficult for her 

to build but she watched in fascination as I revealed each one inside the other and 

built them to form a line of dolls. 

Bella quickly ordered them in size and, without any prompting she picked up the 

largest and said ‘mommy’ then the next largest and said ‘daddy’.  Apart from this 

indicating that she has a very strong attachment to both her parents (especially 

mommy at the moment) and she sees that ‘big’ means more important, she is also 

relating her existing knowledge and understanding about families and sets to these 

objects. 

Bella has never seen these dolls before but she is using them to symbolise reality – 

very clever (even if I say so being her Nana!). 
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APPENDIX 2: Peer Learning Through Observation Record Sheet 

Peer Learning through Observation (PLTO): Form A 
 

To be completed before the observation/development opportunity 
 
 Name: KAREN HANSON Institute: EDUCATION(CENTRE FOR EARLY 
CHILDHOOD  
 
 Observer: 
  
 Theme/Aspect of L&T for Observation and Development:  
DEVELOPING REFLECTIVE DISPOSITIONS – ALLOWING STUDENTS 
REFLECTIVE SPACE 
 
 Observation (describe here what will be observed including date, time and 
location):General observation of key input on ECST1101 (Creative Approaches to 
Learning at University) During semester 1 2010-11 Tuesday 1.15-3.15pm. : 
 
 Outline your interest in and experience of the aspect of L&T being developed: 
Developing reflective dispositions within EC students and changing my practice to 
create opportunities/context/ environment to encourage this development. 
 
Based on the group’s discussion of pedagogical practice, outline the key points you 
wish to focus on during the observation: 

 

1. Opportunities given for students to question 

 
KH allowed time for students to discuss issues raised within their learning 
groups. This promoted student engagement in the session and provided 
opportunity for students to consider differing perspectives. 
 
Examples from practice were provided creating a space in which students could 
question actions taken and reflect on personal thoughts and actions. 
 
KH Created ‘space’ within session to promote opportunities for students 
‘thinking time’ 

 

2. Opportunities given for students to think before responding 

KH posed a question for students and allowed time for their response before 
continuing with discussion. Support was given during thinking time to extend 
students thoughts (through use of open ended questions) but at no time did KH 
give the answer… Scaffolding techniques were employed to actively encourage 
students to develop their own thoughts and share them within the group. This 
approach supports the development of a community of learning where students 
felt confident to share their thoughts and opinions. 

 

3. Opportunities given for students to make links with existing knowledge 

KH linked discussions to students’ prior learning during life before University. 
Transferability of skills was discussed to encourage students to feel confident in 
knowledge they already had and which could be built on. 
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4. Opportunities given for students to gain perspective of others 

 
KH Provided opportunities for peer discussion to allow for differing perspectives 
within the group to be considered 
KH was effective in supporting students in expressing their views which differed 
from other members of the larger group.  
KH was effective in allowing discussions to take place that considered 
competing perspectives. She managed the group well to ensure all points 
raised were addressed and students’ views valued. 
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APPENDIX 3: Letter informing students about post-it-note survey 

Dear all, 

Hopefully you can all remember back to your first semester on the course.  I introduced you to 

the concept of reflective practice and asked you to consent to being part of my research.  This 

was to help me understand how EC students developed reflective skills and dispositions. 

I am still working on that research and wondered if you would continue to help me by 

answering a couple of questions. 

You do not have to take part and if you do I will take it that you continue to give your consent 

for me to use the data from your answers to inform my research. 

I will not be able to identify you as this is totally anonymous unless you would like to make 

yourself known to me for a possible follow up informal interview at a later date.  In which case 

just put your name on the reverse of the post it. 

If you read my research when it is published you may be able to identify yourself from the 

quotes I use but unless you share your thoughts with others nobody else would be able to 

recognise you. 

On the post it notes please answer the following questions: 

1.  Do you feel your skill in being reflective has improved since you started the course? 

IF YOU ANSWER YES PLEASE GO TO QUESTION 2 

IF YOU ANSWER NO PLEASE GO TO QUESTION 3 

2. For you personally what have been the 3 most significant things that have enabled you to 

develop your skill in being reflective? 

3. Why do you feel you have not improved in this area? What strategy do you think would 

help you to develop your reflective skills? 

Thank you very much for taking the time to answer these questions. 

When my research has been completed I would hope to feed back to you about my findings. 

Karen Hanson 

Signed…………………………………… Date……………………………………………… 
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APPENDIX 4: BERA Guidelines 

(http://www.bera.ac.uk/files/2011/08/BERA-EthicalGuidelines-2011.pdf. Pages 6-8) 

Responsibilities to Participants  
8 The participants in research may be the active or passive subjects of such processes as observation, 

experiment, auto/biographical reflection, survey or test. They may be collaborators or colleagues in 
the research process or they may simply be part of the context e.g. where students are part of the 
context but not the subjects of a teacher’s research into his or her own professional practice.  

9 The Association considers that educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for 
any persons involved in the research they are undertaking. Individuals should be treated fairly, 
sensitively, with dignity, and within an ethic of respect and freedom from prejudice regardless of 
age, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, nationality, cultural identity, partnership status, faith, 
disability, political belief or any other significant difference. This ethic of respect should apply to 
both the researchers themselves and any individuals participating in the research either directly or 
indirectly. Adherence to this ethic of respect implies the following responsibilities on the part of 
researchers.  

Voluntary Informed Consent  
10 The Association takes voluntary informed consent to be the condition in which participants 

understand and agree to their participation without any duress, prior to the research getting 
underway.  

11 Researchers must take the steps necessary to ensure that all participants in the research understand 
the process in which they are to be engaged, including why their participation is necessary, how it 
will be used and how and to whom it will be reported. Social networking and other on-line activities, 
including their video-based environments, present challenges for consideration of consent issues 
and the participants must be clearly informed that their participation and interactions are being 
monitored and analysed for research.  

12 Researchers engaged in action research must consider the extent to which their own reflective 
research impinges on others, for example in the case of the dual role of teacher and researcher and 
the impact on students and colleagues. Dual roles may also introduce explicit tensions in areas such 
as confidentiality and must be addressed accordingly.  

13 Educational research undertaken by UK researchers outside of the UK must adhere to the same 
ethical standards as research in the UK. Appropriate consent should be sought from local authorities 
in cultures that adopt a collective approach to consent (e.g. community or religious leaders or local 
government officials) but cultural sensitivity should not extend to excluding the individuals 
concerned from making their own informed decision to take part in the research. Any additional 
regulations and cultural sensitivities of the host jurisdiction must also be observed, for example if 
participants wish to be accompanied in data collection activities such as interviews. Especially 
sensitive ethical issues arise when researching particular communities which are marginalised 
because of their age, culture, race, gender, sexuality, socio-economic standing or religion. Ethical 
issues also arise when researching in sensitive situations influenced by contexts of cultural 
difference and which impact on educational experiences. Where the overseas research involves 
children or vulnerable adults, the researchers must comply with the child protection clearance 
procedures of the UK. Where the researchers (e.g. for data collection) are recruited in the overseas 
context itself, in which UK-style protection clearance is not available, a letter or other formal 
endorsement of the good character of each researcher should be obtained from a person in 
authority in the jurisdiction concerned (e.g. school principal).  

Openness and Disclosure  
14 The securing of participants’ voluntary informed consent, before research gets underway, is 

considered the norm for the conduct of research. Researchers must therefore avoid deception or 
subterfuge unless their research design specifically requires it to ensure that the appropriate data is 
collected or that the welfare of the researchers is not put in jeopardy. Decisions to use non-
disclosure or subterfuge in research must be the subject of full deliberation and subsequent 
disclosure in reporting. The Association recommends that approval for any course of action 
involving deception should be obtained from a local or institutional ethics committee. In any event, 

http://www.bera.ac.uk/files/2011/08/BERA-EthicalGuidelines-2011.pdf
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if it possible to do so, researchers must seek consent on a post-hoc basis in cases where it was not 
desirable to seek it before undertaking the research.  

Right to Withdraw  
15 Researchers must recognize the right of any participant to withdraw from the research for any or no 

reason, and at any time, and they must inform them of this right. In all such circumstances 
researchers must examine their own actions to assess whether they have contributed to the 
decision to withdraw and whether a change of approach might persuade the participants to re-
engage. In most cases the appropriate course of action will be for the researchers to accept the 
participants’ decision to withdraw. Decisions to persuade them to re-engage must be taken with 
care. Researchers must not use coercion or duress of any form to persuade participants to re-
engage with the work. In cases where participants are required by a contractual obligation to 
participate e.g. when mandated as part of their employment to facilitate an evaluation study, 
researchers may, however, have proper recourse to a third party (e.g. the employing authority) to 
request compliance with a contract.  

Children, Vulnerable Young People and Vulnerable Adults 
16 The Association requires researchers to comply with Articles 3 and 12 of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 3 requires that in all actions concerning children, the 
best interests of the child must be the primary consideration. Article 12 requires that children who 
are capable of forming their own views should be granted the right to express their views freely in 
all matters affecting them, commensurate with their age and maturity. Children should therefore be 
facilitated to give fully informed consent.  

17 The Association considers that the spirit of Articles 3 and 12 above should also apply in research 
contexts involving young people and vulnerable adults.  

18 In the case of participants whose age, intellectual capability or other vulnerable circumstance may 
limit the extent to which they can be expected to understand or agree voluntarily to undertake their 
role, researchers must fully explore alternative ways in which they can be enabled to make 
authentic responses. In such circumstances, researchers must also seek the collaboration and 
approval of those who act in guardianship (e.g. parents) or as ‘responsible others’ (i.e. those who 
have responsibility for the welfare and well-being of the participants e.g. social workers).  

19 Researchers must ensure that they themselves, and any collaborators or research assistants and 
students under their supervision, comply with legal requirements in relation to working with school 
children or vulnerable young people and adults.  

20 Researchers must recognize that participants may experience distress or discomfort in the research 
process and must take all necessary steps to reduce the sense of intrusion and to put them at their 
ease. They must desist immediately from any actions, ensuing from the research process, that cause 
emotional or other harm.  

21 Researchers must recognize concerns relating to the ‘bureaucratic burden’ of much research, 
especially survey research, and must seek to minimize the impact of their research on the normal 
working and workloads of participants.  

Incentives  
22 Researchers’ use of incentives to encourage participation must be commensurate with good sense 

and must avoid choices which in themselves have undesirable effects (e.g. the health aspects of 
offering cigarettes to young offenders or sweets to school-children). They must also acknowledge 
that the use of incentives in the design and reporting of the research may be problematic; for 
example where their use has the potential to create a bias in sampling or in participant responses.  

Detriment Arising from Participation in Research  
23 Researchers must make known to the participants (or their guardians or responsible others) any 

predictable detriment arising from the process or findings of the research. Any unexpected 
detriment to participants, which arises during the research, must be brought immediately to their 
attention or to the attention of their guardians or responsible others as appropriate.  

24 Researchers must take steps to minimize the effects of designs that advantage or are perceived to 
advantage one group of participants over others e.g. in an experimental or quasi-experimental 
study in which the treatment is viewed as a desirable intervention and which by definition is not 
available to the control or comparison group respectively.  
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Privacy  
25 The confidential and anonymous treatment of participants’ data is considered the norm for the 

conduct of research. Researchers must recognize the participants’ entitlement to privacy and must 
accord them their rights to confidentiality and anonymity, unless they or their guardians or 
responsible others, specifically and willingly waive that right. In such circumstances it is in the 
researchers’ interests to have such a waiver in writing. Conversely, researchers must also recognize 
participants’ rights to be identified with any publication of their original works or other inputs, if 
they so wish. In some contexts it will be the expectation of participants to be so identified.  

26 Researchers must comply with the legal requirements in relation to the storage and use of personal 
data as set down by the Data Protection Act (1998) and any subsequent similar acts. In essence 
people are entitled to know how and why their personal data is being stored, to what uses it is 
being put and to whom it may be made available. Researchers must have 

participants’ permission to disclose personal information to third parties and are required to ensure that 
such parties are permitted to have access to the information. They are also required independently 
to confirm the identity of such persons and must keep a record of any disclosures. Disclosure may 
be written, electronic, verbal or any visual means.  

27 The Data Protection Act also confers the right to private citizens to have access to any personal data 
that is stored in relation to them. Researchers seeking to exploit legal exclusions to these rights 
must have a clear justification for so doing.  

28 Researchers must ensure that data is kept securely and that the form of any publication, including 
publication on the Internet, does not directly or indirectly lead to a breach of agreed confidentiality 
and anonymity.  

Disclosure  
29 Researchers who judge that the effect of the agreements they have made with participants, on 

confidentiality and anonymity, will allow the continuation of illegal behaviour, which has come to 
light in the course of the research, must carefully consider making disclosure to the appropriate 
authorities. If the behaviour is likely to be harmful to the participants or to others, the researchers 
must also consider disclosure. Insofar as it does not undermine or obviate the disclosure, 
researchers must apprise the participants or their guardians or responsible others of their intentions 
and reasons for disclosure.  

30 At all times the decision to override agreements on confidentiality and anonymity must be taken 
after careful and thorough deliberation. In such circumstances it is in the researchers’ interests to 
make contemporaneous notes on decisions and the reasoning behind them, in case a misconduct 
complaint or other serious consequence arises.  

31 The Association considers it good practice for researchers to debrief participants at the conclusion of 
the research and to provide them with copies of any reports or other publications arising from their 
participation. Where the scale of the research makes such a consideration impractical, alternative 
means such as a website should be used to ensure participants are informed of the outcomes.  
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APPENDIX 5: Focus Discussion Group Forum Transcripts 

20/11/09 Group A1 

So are we going to like go round the table and say what we each think or are we just 

going to randomly just… 

Well I suppose like especially with this it’s like gaining experiences and thinking about 

them and thinking what you can do better, so you can improve with what you’re doing.  

But also to see what qualities you’ve got as well. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:00:39] 

About your weaknesses but your strengths as well, like what you did well in what you 

did. 

Looking back over your experiences and [unclear – 00:01:02] 

So a bit like analysing what you’ve done. 

Yes.  And then evaluating it.   

We’re supposed to be doing a reflective piece for each week aren’t we, just a little 

one.  I don’t know whether it has to go in the portfolio or whether it’s just for our 

personal benefit.  Do you remember when we first started… 

Like a journal? 

Yes.  And I’ve been doing that but I’ve got a little bit better with it because when I first 

started doing it it would always just be today we did blah-blah-blah, and I’d just write 

what we did rather than reflective.  Whereas now I kind of write what we did and then 

how I feel about it.  But at the end it always said, been a bit stressed or… (Laughter) 

today not so stressed.  Or to start with it would be like, I felt really uncomfortable 

starting [unclear – 00:01:48].  That’s gone away a little bit now.   Shows how 

experience impacts on emotions / well beings of students. Student felt embarrassed. 

Was yours like that? 
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Yes.  It’s good practice isn’t it? 

Yes.  And I remember the first two weeks when we very first started I didn’t even feel 

like I was listening or hearing anything because I was sitting there feeling so 

uncomfortable. Significance of this this transitional period needs to be establishing a 

safe environment where students gain some confidence. 

 

So you’re reflecting on that then now aren’t you? 

Yes (laughter).  So it’s basically looking at what you’re doing in Uni or out on placement 

and then writing it down so that then as week go by you can go back and think, oh yes 

I felt like that then.  Still believing it is about personal feelings. 

And how you’ve changed things from like say your first came and how you’ve reflected 

on that.  And then by doing more you get your confidence to be able to do [unclear – 

00:02:32] The need to gain confidence through experience which brings knowledge. 

I feel more confident on this second placement because I’ve been out on the first one. 

Because you’ve already done it. 

Yes.  We’ve learnt like what you could have done [unclear – 00:02:43] 

That anticipation of not knowing really isn’t it? 

Yes, and it was good that we had a solid week I think because that gave me the 

confidence… if we’d have just gone for like one day a week on first placement I think 

you’ve have just gone and – it sounds really bad, but you’d almost have suffered it just 

for the day and then rolled round another week and then… whereas now because 

you’re there for a solid week you’ve built all your confidence up and now you’re happy 

to just go one day a week – that’s how I feel. 

So it’s basically your thoughts and feelings isn’t it as well. 

Yes. 
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It can also be, not just about how we feel but how things are changing, so over three 

years how they’re doing things now in placement is going to be different in another 

three years.  So if we’re not just reflecting on how we feel but on how they’re doing 

things, in another five… when we get onto our third year we can reflect back then, 

they might be doing things totally different. 

It is about comparing really isn’t it?  Just everything that you’ve seen and what you’ve 

done, how you did it, why you did it.  And you’ve done things differently from when 

you’ve already done them. 

And what was expected from us as well from different placements. 

[Unclear – 00:04:32] 

It’s like in our lectures and that as well isn’t it that we talk about field week and then 

you can reflect on like different modules and how they’re different and what we like 

about them, and how we can help ourselves, kind of thing.  

They all come together, so although they’re different they all come together really 

well. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:04:56] Students making sense of their experience so 

far! 

You can move on if you want.  I think most of you have a general idea of what 

reflection is.  We’ll discuss our reflection on the task we had to do. 

Did anyone have like difficulties finding hazards? 

Yes. 

I did [laughs].  Yeah I found it really hard.  I mean the nursery that I was in was so 

organised and so like sometimes I was being really like picky. 

When I first got there I said about Health & Safety and they literally chucked their 

folder at me and they were like, this is what we do.  So I thought from then, I thought 

they have a good idea of what they’re doing.  And when I was looking round the only 

one thing I could see was like boxes which kids could easily pull off and maybe hurt 
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themselves, but apart from that they were awesome at everything, how it was placed 

and… 

How have you found [unclear – 00:06:20]? 

Just with like when a kid coughed all the kids put their hands in front of their mouths 

and I’ve said, how do they know to do that?  Even when they’re in like [unclear – 

00:06:27] – because we tell them.  And like they have to wash their hands if they go 

outside, they wash their hands when they come in.  I mean it’s like a routine for them 

now. 

I’ve found like one morning we went outside in the playground bit and there was this 

wooden stand thing that they were going to hang these things off it and then there 

was this piece of string hanging down like in that shape.  And the manager was there 

and she started like speaking to the staff saying that the Health & Safety hadn’t been 

done properly in the morning because the kids could try and strangle themselves or 

something, so that was like a main one that I found.  But the manager picked it up 

straight away and she was annoyed that no one else had picked it up.  Because this 

was like not early in the morning and it had obviously been out all morning. 

That is quite bad isn’t it because you can’t just rely on the manager in whatever 

placement you’re on.  Reflective thinking being demonstrated here. 

My placement was really funny because they hadn’t had a university student there 

before and they’d only ever had college girls.  And the college girls don’t have tasks to 

do like we do, they literally just go in for experience, like we are now for our serial 

placement where you just go in and that’s your set work.  And because it was a small 

nursery they… once I said to them… because I had by interview with her on the first 

day, I said oh I must speak to you, it will take about half an hour, because I felt guilty at 

first thinking, oh god, you know, I’m really going to get on her nerves.  And she was 

like, oh don’t worry, don’t worry.  So I sat her down and showed her all my tasks and 

when she say the Health & Safety her face was like… [Laughs] because she hadn’t ever 

experienced it before and she was a bit like, oh okay.  And so I asked to see the policy 

and everything and she said, oh go in the other room and read through that.  So I did 

all of that and then on that night I went home and typed it all up, said all the things 
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that they’d got, and then I told her the next day I was going to look for faults basically.  

And it was like she was really, really nervous, and I kind of felt like I’d switched role, it 

was like I’d gone from student… I honestly felt I was like an officer… (Laughter) 

because of how she was.  She was so nervous with me and I think it should have been 

me that was nervous.  

But then do you think by warning her that you were going to do it that day should 

would have made sure it was [unclear – 00:08:46] 

Yes. 

Like when you went home she could have gone around… 

Yeah, and made sure. 

Well I showed her, on the second day I showed her all the work that I’d done on that 

night, took it back in and she had a look through and everything and she was like, oh 

have you been round yet, have you found any faults yet?  And I was like, no, not yet, 

not yet.  And I already had made a mental note of some things I’d picked up on but I 

was like, no not yet. 

You feel really bad. 

Yes.  Because I didn’t want her to think that I was there to catch them out kind of 

thing. 

It’s just sort of like the lady said to me who I was with, she said, have [unclear – 

00:09:22], and I was like, it’s not anything to do with you and what you’re doing right 

and wrong, it’s for us for us to get the experience and for us to see how different 

settings do different things. 

It’s still and eye opener for them as well. 

Yea, because they realise don’t they, oh no someone’s coming in and actually [unclear 

– 00:09:37] 

I mean you seem like you had a good relationship with the manager, but I found it hard 

to approach and talk about things with her. 
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Yes.  I just forced myself on her [laughs].  No, when I first went, because I went to see 

my placement before I actually started and on first impressions when I first met her I 

thought oh she was a bit stroppy.  And I was really nervous about going in for the week 

because I was thinking, oh god if she’s going to oversee me all week how are we going 

to get on.  but on the first… because I missed a week because obviously I’d got the 

swine flu and I think all the nerves that I’d had, because I’d been put out for a week I 

was actually glad to go back out on placement then because, do you know what I 

mean, I’d been at home for a week doing absolutely nothing.  And so all the nerves had 

gone to one side, so I needed to get in there and then I kind of just saw her and I was 

like, hi are you alright.  And I think because I was quite bubbly myself rather than being 

nervous she kind of took a different approach to me then and it was like, oh she’s 

alright, you know, she seems happy to be here.  And then obviously because I showed 

her I was organised and got all the stuff out and showed her what I’d got to do whilst I 

was there she seemed happy to almost help me really.  Because the other girls… 

because there are two other girls there from college and they don’t have the work that 

we have to do.  I mean I presume they go back and like write an account on what 

they’ve done, but there’s no like set tasks or anything, because I asked them when I 

was there.  I said, oh have you got any work to do and they said, oh no we just kind of 

like write a diary and that’s it. 

Yes, because the one here [unclear – 00:11:10] and was like, what are you doing and I 

was like, oh university set us tasks.  She was like, you’re going to Uni?  And she was so 

shocked and I was like, yeah.  She said, I thought you was in year 11 or something 

(laughter). 

How did everyone find the questionnaire? 

Oh yeah, that was quite awkward at first. 

Yeah, that was hard. 

Yeah, because they could sort of do that on their own couldn’t they? 
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Yes.  My teacher just kind of… when I gave him that questionnaire  he sort of went out 

and sort of he was filling it in and then when he came back and shown me his, like well 

you can answer that one yourself because that’s in the [unclear – 00:11:51]… 

Mine went pretty much alright. 

There was five questions, is that what you’re on about? 

Yes. 

Did you actually sit and interview them? 

Yes. 

I just thought they were really good about it because I said to them, I handed the 

questionnaire and I said… I put lines on underneath and I said, can you just put in as 

much detail as possible.  And I was thinking, oh they’re not going to do that, but like 

when I collected it after a few days they’d put so much information and I was really 

pleased.  That was like really good. 

I just asked the staff and stuff because the manager wasn’t there some of the time 

anyway, so I asked her a few questions.  I didn’t want to ask them all because [unclear 

– 00:12:33].  So I asked some of the staff that I got along with as well. 

I just sat and interviewed mine and it was really funny because I thought, oh I’m going 

to be nervous about this, but again she ended up being nervous than me because she 

was like… she felt like… 

Put on the spot? 

Yes.  I think she thought I was sort of an inspector or… [Laughs]… I was like, you know, 

just answer, you know, [unclear – 00:13:02].  But I didn’t really get much from that, but 

I did it, but that was all I could do. 

Yes, I spoke to mine about it on the Monday and then on the Friday when she was 

filling in the… because I gave her my study form and she said, oh I’ll fill it in on Friday 

with everything else.  On the Friday I gave it her and she came back in half an hour 
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with like two A4 pieces of paper, which was amazing.  I was like, oh I didn’t need this 

much, but thank you anyhow.  She was really nice. 

Yeah, because you got the maximum information in that. 

Yes.  Yeah, like she just chucked me the health and safety folders [unclear – 00:13:37], 

she was like, yeah, here you are [unclear – 00:13:39] copy it, do whatever you want.  

She said, take pages out, you can have them. 

Did any of you believe how much stuff there’s in there? 

I know [talking together][unclear – 00:13:49] 

A sheet of A4 with like everything written down.  It wasn’t like a full on folder. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:13:59] 

It had this [unclear – 00:14:09] risk assessment folder as well and I looked at a few of 

them and [unclear – 00:14:16] 

I was worried at first because when I went to visit them before I started the placement 

they gave me a student pack to fill in and it was really, really vague.  And I remember 

going home and thinking, god is this all they’ve got, you know, about the Health & 

Safety.  They’d only, you know, picked up on key things.  So then when she actually 

gave me the proper manual I was like, oh thank god for that [laughs]. 

Mind just had a few posters up on the wall and stuff.  You know like your standard like 

Health & Safety thing, I didn’t really see any folders, but I noted down as much as I 

could off the walls, but they didn’t really… 

Did you ask her for the Health & Safety…? 

Well they just said oh it’s all up there on the wall.  And I was like, okay, and kind of 

wrote down as much as I could. 

Was it just like a big…? 

Yeah, like a poster, yeah. 
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They had like little ones everywhere. 

Yeah, there was like a little one and big one, like the big standard one you see in all the 

workplaces. 

What was your placement Liz? 

It was a nursery. 

So they should have had a manual shouldn’t they?  Did they show you all the fire exits? 

Yeah.  [Talking together][Unclear – 00:15:23]  they didn’t actually go through it 

personally with me.  And there are smoke alarms and fire extinguishers everywhere 

[unclear – 00:15:33] 

They had a practice alarm when I was there. 

Was it alright? 

Yeah.  It was okay.  We just had to… it’s just looking after them isn‘t it and make sure 

they get out.  That was quite an experience because I didn’t expect them to do one 

when I was there. 

Did they warn you they were going to do or not? 

Yes.  They warned me in the morning when I got there.  And I was like, when are you 

actually going to do it, and they were like, oh we don’t know. 

Were yours all a bit like quite big day nurseries or…? 

Mine was huge. 

How many children? 

Um, well they had downstairs… there’s two floors and downstairs there was four 

rooms of different ages.  Well not different ages, kind of like similar ages but then one 

room is like babies, like really young babies and the kitchen was downstairs as well, 

and the little one’s changing room.  Then upstairs it was more like a… like the older 
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ones, like just like pre-school, it was like a proper pre-school and just before they go to 

normal school. 

Sounds like the one I’m at now, but the one I went on for the week wasn’t it was just 

like a day nursery that they had. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:16:59] 

Yeah, like a Methodist church and it’s like a pre-school, it’s next door to the primary 

school.  So it is quite big but some days only have like three children.  And like if there 

are about ten, oh this is a really busy day for us.  And the one I’m at now they’re like, 

oh yeah this is like really quiet for 10 people. 

Was that in Mxxxxxxx? 

Yes. 

I think I went to one like that when I was younger, like a little church thing and it was 

quite [unclear – 00:17:28].  It wasn’t like very [unclear – 00:17:31]  Autobiographical 

lens. 

Okay, well stop there. 

End of recording 
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20/11/09 Group B1 

Okay, so for today’s theme for this week’s focus group, for the next ten minutes I’m 

asking you to discuss what you think the word reflection means in this learning 

context.   

How you feel about what you do and how um… 

I think it’s thinking about something that you’ve done and thinking how to do it better. 

To try and improve on what you’ve done. 

Looking back on what you’ve done. 

It helps like if you do it with children then it makes you look at if there’s a problem 

with the child that needs to be looked into more, [unclear – 00:01:05] you look at it in 

detail. 

Looking back at how you did your work.  Say like when we did our observations we 

looked at… like now we’re looking at how they turned out, like to make it more 

efficient, because I [unclear – 00:01:52] mine… 

So you can do it better next time. 

Yes, and like sort everything out before you go in there.  I tried to but it didn’t really 

work, you know, sorting it out before you go in there so you’re ready when you’re 

there, and then like looking back on that now, now you know what to do for next time.  

So it makes your work easier rather than…  Good reflective understanding. 

And like talking through it in our groups with the observations has made us like realise 

what we’ve done right and what we’ve done wrong. 

It like confused me because I [unclear – 00:02:28] and then we all spoke about it and I 

feel better about doing it next time. 

It just helps you, it gets you more confident when you reflect. 

So when you hear the word reflection, what is it that comes to mind? 
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Thinking about what you’ve done and just thinking about what you did on your 

observation and why you did them and what it means. 

Because for like when we went in it was like we’re just doing observations, but then 

when you look back at it and look into more detail you realise why you’re doing it and 

what you need to get out of them rather than just saying, oh well we’ve done them 

and that’s it. Clear understanding 

Yes, and you think why… I wonder why the child did that. 

Whereas at the time you don’t think about it do you?  And that could be because of… 

You’re just watching them. 

Yes, like one child that I was with she was digging in the sandpit and then putting it in a 

cup.  And I said, what are you doing, she said, oh I’m making chips.  But you have chips 

don’t you at the seaside, that’s what I thought about when I read back.  So I think 

that’s where she’s picked it up from. Autobiographical perspective brought in here. 

I suppose you’re like reflecting on like different observations that you’ve taken, like 

making comparisons between them. 

Between the two, yeah.  And like if you do it with children of the same age, looking at 

how the two are like completely different and they will do things completely the same, 

they will move in different ways and things like that. 

Yeah, but different meanings behind what they’re doing. 

Because observation isn’t observation unless you’ve actually thought about why it’s 

happening, because if you’ve just written down that they’ve been doing this then it 

doesn’t mean anything to anyone does it, but the reason why they did it means 

something [unclear – 00:04:44]. 

And like with going in the first day we were [unclear – 00:05:30], then like thinking 

back on it, I wasn’t really too nervous about… like we didn’t have to be nervous 

because… and like knowing what to say and what to do, and everyone else has been in 
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the same position as us, so when you think back on it you’re like, well why was I 

nervous. 

Yes and you can like reflect on what the children do as well but like also reflect on 

what you do and like whether you could change that next time and does that affect 

how the children behave.  Brookfield’s influence. 

We won’t be as nervous on the first days, we can actually get stuck in and make the 

most of the five days instead of the first two standing back and thinking, oh god, shall I 

do this, shall I do that.  And it was like, in a way I was more nervous for my field week 

than I was with serial.  I walked into my serial and I was fine, [talking together][unclear 

– 00:06:21].  I didn’t feel as nervous as I did for my field week. 

I’ll be well nervous for my field week because you think of all the observations you 

have to do as well. 

But by the end of the week you’ll wish you hadn’t have wasted those two days. 

Yes, [unclear – 00:06:36]. 

I think the more experience we do and the more time we sit and look at it, it will get 

easier. 

Because the kids make you feel uncomfortable really don’t they? 

Yes.  I think we reflect and don’t know we do it.  I don’t think we do it [unclear – 

00:07:01] 

Because I go home and I’m like… I think about it and then I’m like, oh yeah that’s why 

they did that, and oh yeah, they did as well.  But like I didn’t… 

We’re reflecting all the time I think but we hadn’t even thought about it until we 

actually sat down to start reflecting and we all do it.  but we thought we weren’t doing 

it, but in fact we are because we go home and think about what they’ve done and 

think about why did they do that and then, oh well they did that because of that. 

Okay, that’s almost ten minutes.  I can see you’re holding your breath.  The next 

question then for the next ten minutes to be discussed is the last one.  We’re asking 
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you now to discuss your reflections on the task you had to do for ECT 1100 during field 

week.  Remember that was the Health & Safety audit questionnaire, interview, or 

whatever it was that you did.  So I’ll just give you an opportunity to reflect… discuss 

and reflect on that task that you’ve completed. 

I didn’t really like doing that, I felt really mean going round and annoying all these 

people. 

It’s like you’re trying to find things to… 

Like little bolts and stuff like boxes on the floor, like my supervisor said that even if… 

because I did it in the morning and then she said, oh later on I was in the toilet and she 

said, oh later on the floor probably will be wet.  So just note down wet floor in the 

toilet.  They were really, really helpful about that. 

I did mine in secret because I was in the staff room at the time and I just noted down 

like, because I felt mean like going in there, like you’re not going to say what’s wrong, 

I’m just going to sit there and just [unclear – 00:09:26] 

Especially when it isn’t things like… like there wasn’t a lot of things that were [unclear 

– 00:09:30], so I was picking out things that could happen, but the chances are they 

didn’t happen. 

See my one had like massive stairs and when I was there two children fell down them.  

Like not fell down them, just like slipped but went tumbling down a couple and then 

got on the step a bit and then they were fine.  So I noted things down like that. 

What happened in yours? 

It was just like little things, like just boxes and wires and things, but nothing major. 

I don’t know if anything happened with them. 

Yeah, they were playing with water and they were splashing the water around and 

they’d mop up the water that was on the floor but then it was still really slippery so it’s 

not as if you can’t note that down because they’ve tried to overcome the water being 

on the floor but it’s still slippery because it’s still there. 
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When I was doing it I was thinking, why am I doing this.  Did you feel like, what if I do 

this?  But then when you went through the question with your supervisor you realised 

how you’ve got to do this to like ensure the safety of the kids. 

[Unclear – 00:10:43] 

When I asked the questions as like an interview I didn’t realise she’d come out with so 

much information that she did come out with.  And like showed me so many things 

that I didn’t realise, like a sign in the classroom that actually meant something for the 

pupils to take to someone if they needed help and stuff like that, whereas I didn’t even 

notice it meant anything. 

And like there’s an accident form for nearly every single kind of illness there is.  I was 

really, really shocked there was so much. 

[Unclear – 00:11:12] 

And the amount of checks and regulations [unclear – 00:11:19] there’s not going to be 

a [unclear – 00:11:21], you’ve just got to think about that it could happen and things 

that are just lying on the floor.  You maybe see danger [unclear – 00:11:28] but that 

could be someone could fall over that and I was thinking about it all ways. 

Yes, you say like it’s all getting tougher now so there are going to be less things that 

are going to go wrong. 

If it had been like 5 years ago it probably would have been a lot more things that could 

happened then, you know. 

I felt awkward doing it and asking the questions to my supervisor because she wasn’t 

approachable so it was a bit like trying to find like… and I was in a nursery so it was a 

bit like… it was a bit difficult to find the time because they were all constantly busy 

until 6 o'clock and then it was like trying to find the time… 

I had to do it really quickly while she was still watching over the kids so if they needed 

anything it was like on and off. 
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I didn’t want to like say, oh can you this for me and then I’ll come and get it back later 

in the week because she probably wouldn’t have done it because [unclear – 00:12:41].  

I did mine like further on in the week rather than at the beginning because I was too 

scared. 

I was thinking I was going to get the answer no, go away I’m too busy, but when you 

think about it they’re not going to do that, they shouldn’t do that. 

But like the other bit where is it party 2…? 

Yeah, the questionnaire? 

No it wasn’t the questionnaire, the questionnaire was 3. 

Oh yeah, oh [unclear – 00:13:22] 

I had difficulty with that because I didn’t know what was needed in it. 

That’s again like the same as you said before though like, reflection, you were 

contributing as you went along but you didn’t realise it.  Like tucking chairs in and stuff 

like that. 

And cleaning [unclear – 00:13:41].  Recognising Reflection in Action here. 

I was just like making sure they washed their hands and stuff like that, that was all part 

of it, but you didn’t realise you were doing it. 

And we had carpet or a mat and we actually rolled a mat up, but they just left it like 

lying on the floor and I propped them up and put them away.  But I found that difficult 

to do because it said, provide evidence and I didn’t know whether they meant like 

pictures and stuff, do you know what I mean, I didn’t know… 

Yeah, [unclear – 00:14:10] 

And the 2 type questions are quite similar I thought.  I thought they were quite… I felt I 

was repeating myself. 

Yeah, there’s in it about to answer all the questions in part one, all the questions in 

part two… 
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And I felt like I was doing it all day, and I felt like, on the day that I did it I wasn’t like… I 

was hiding from the kids so I like I struggled really to fit the observations in at the end 

because it like took me nearly all day to do it. 

[Unclear – 00:14:48] is a massive part [unclear – 00:14:50] 

Massive chunk, yes. 

As well as doing the observations. 

And then when you’ve got to write your diaries [unclear – 00:14:55] Health & Safety 

questions. 

It was really a lot to do.  Not if we all want… because I wanted to get as much 

experience with the kids as I could and I thought there was lot to do on top of that. 

And like the serial placement that’s more the experience… 

Yeah, with the kids. 

Yeah, you could do most of it in there. 

I felt like the teachers thought you were there just to with the kids there, so it was like 

important to make sure they knew you wasn’t, if you know what I mean because 

obviously like doing your observations and your Health & Safety… when I sat down to 

do them and stuff it’s almost like I was needed to help with the children as well. 

I went in like a nursery with the Children’s Centre and they like, if the kids came up to 

me and were like, what are you doing, they’d like call them back and say, oh carry on 

playing or whatever.  And then they’d go and like if they were asking what I was doing 

I’d just say, oh I’m just doing some work, I’ve got to do some work for my school.  And 

they’d go okay, and then just go. 

But when I was on observations I was looking at like… they were really busy and yeah it 

was like I was just sitting back not doing anything and they needed me.  And then I sat 

back and thought, well it shouldn’t be like that, it shouldn’t be that they need me that 

much that they’re going to struggle when I’m sat there doing my work. 
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Because they do without you’re not there. 

I was like… I mean I felt really bad and then I was like playing with one child while I was 

observing another and it was like… and then looking for things that like could be a 

hazard and things.  It was all coming at once.  But the first day nothing come to me at 

all, and then the second day I was sat there and I’m like [unclear – 00:16:58] doing 

anything. 

Did anybody get the policy off the placement? 

I did. 

I asked for it.  I asked but haven’t received. 

Trust it to have been you. 

You probably learnt more from your experience [unclear – 00:17:41] 

Yes. 

It was my first bad placement to be honest. 

You need something though because when you actually get a job you might work in a 

few [unclear – 00:17:53] so it’s not always going to be nice.  They’re not always going 

to be nice kids and they’re not always going to [unclear – 00:18:00] 

I think it was a shock, that’s why it was like… that’s why I took to it badly because it 

was such a shock.  Like I’d been in four good placements… 

And were they really helpful on the phone? 

Hm? 

Weren’t they really helpful on the phone? 

Yeah, they were really nice when I rang up to ask and then just… but that’s one woman 

from… 
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For the Health & Safety [unclear – 00:18:38] I didn’t feel as if I knew enough, if you get 

me. 

But I think as like the week went on you notice like potential hazards more than you 

did when you first arrived. 

Yeah, and like posters and stuff. 

Yeah, and stuff that you thought wouldn’t… like the children couldn’t injure 

themselves or something on a certain thing, like a typical chair sticking out, oh that’s 

obvious but at the beginning of the week you probably wouldn’t think about it until 

towards the end and it becomes like obvious. 

We had a dog on like a [unclear – 00:19:10] dogs on the wooden little trolley thing and 

he got up, he was like a baby so it was like… the way he got up was a bit funny anyway 

and then like crouched, wobbled a bit and then fell, but he like skimmed his head on 

the wooden bit.  And like when I first walked in I wouldn’t think, oh that could… 

because it didn’t have any sharp edges or anything it was all like smooth but it was just 

the way he went down on it and then he got a massive bump on his head.  But like 

when I first walked in I would have looked at it straight away and thought, it hasn’t got 

a sharp edge so it’s okay.   

 [End of recording] 
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FOCUS GROUP 20TH NOVEMBER 2009 – GROUP A1 – TUTOR/MODERATOR 

OBSERVATIONS  

 A more confident speaker started the discussion and dominated the discussion 

somewhat during the second part, however, most of the other group members 

contributed at some point. 

 Group members were doing a lot of comparing of experiences and feelings  

 Within the first part of the session there were a lot of intermittent pauses that 

seemed awkward and uncomfortable – students were looking at each other for 

support and not knowing what to say at points   

 In the second part of the session when the focus had changed to discussing the 

task they did in practice the mood was much more upbeat and animated.  The 

students seemed much more confident about discussing their actual 

experiences and comparing them to each other 

 I suppose this was because they weren’t being asked for an opinion on an 

abstract concept but they were able to discuss from practical experience – 

something concrete. 

 This made the discussion group more successful than in the first half of the 

session.  There was a lot of agreeing with each other and supporting each 

other. 

 It was interesting that in the first part of the session when they were asked to 

discuss their understanding of the concept of reflection they were using all the 

expected vocabulary and seeming to have an understanding of what it meant 

within a learning context however 

 Within the second part of the discussion when they were asked to reflect upon 

their experience and discuss they were not really putting into practice what 

they had said – espoused rhetoric – they said they knew what reflecting was 

but then did not really reflect when asked to;  they were describing what they 

did, so recollecting the experience 
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GROUP B1 – TUTOR/MODERATOR OBSERVATIONS  

General notes – 

 Nervous, giggling, lots of shifting of bodies, looking at each other – laughing 

 I did prompt because of obvious discomfort students wanted to talk to me – 

looking at me for approval –  to say something in response 

 Pauses generated visible discomfort and ? – waiting for next comment 

Question 2 

 Discussion began fairly quickly – lots of smiling and some giggling.   

 Appeared a little more relaxed and et animated as they chat about their 

experiences.  Nodding , affirmative, reassuring body language 

 Lots of use of expression – ‘I felt’…. 

 Pauses – some giggling 
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27/11/09 Group A2 

This is focus group 2, week 2, and the focus is taking it in turns to discuss the key 

points of the draft of the reflective account for ECST 1100.  And then as a group, 

drawing up a list of examples of what identifies and demonstrates reflective thinking 

and practice in those drafts.   

Right, my one basically I did more towards the actual nursery and what I thought about 

the nursery and my opinions.  And basically I did an intro which everybody has 

obviously done, then I did the positive aspects of it, so like they had a good fire safety 

procedure and they had the fact that every member of staff was fully qualified as a 

first aider.  That was good because the children needed reassurance quite a lot if one 

of them got injured.  However, I also then did a paragraph on the negative effects, the 

negative aspects that I found out, which is the fact that they actually lied to me in the 

beginning.  They told me that they carried our risk assessments every morning and 

night and that didn’t happen while I was there in the week.  They did one but they 

didn’t do one every day that they said they did.  And I should know because I was there 

from start until finish everyday with them.  The other thing that I found was there 

was… there were two negative things, I can’t even find them.  That was the main bad 

point anyway.  Then I summed up by saying that I thought it was an adequate 

establishment for Health & Safety but it wasn’t the best, and that this is mainly 

because they’d told me at the beginning, and I thought they were going to be a 

fantastic establishment and have really good Health & Safety but after looking at the 

end I found the cracks.  And there were more points but these were just the key ones 

that I picked out. 

I started off with the introduction and then spoke about what I needed to do while I 

was on placement for the questionnaire.  I then did the negatives and the positives and 

I related it to the EYFS.  But for mine I didn’t actually do the questionnaire until the 

end, like on the Friday, but I’d asked them every day to do it.  So I don’t think it was 

helpful for me because I didn’t do it until the end so all the questions I only knew the 

answer at the end. 

So you were guessing during the week? 
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Yes, so I was looking at them and just… I had a look and you know when sometimes 

you have to think about, oh this could go with this question, but most of them I 

couldn’t do that to. 

I did an introduction just setting the scene of where I went and stuff, and then [unclear 

– 00:03:20] I did like some positive things.  And at the beginning of the week they 

showed me there like booklet on Health & Safety and all that stuff so I know basically 

what was going on.  And then whilst I was there they had a practice fire drill so I got to 

see it put into place, which was good, as all the children like new where the fire 

assembly point was, so they obviously reinforce it.  And then I did some negatives but I 

didn’t really find many negatives, it was just little things like when I did the… you know, 

when you had to check [unclear – 00:03:51] you could find and it was just stuff like wet 

[unclear – 00:03:54] and stuff like that that they could slip on.  Because quite a few of 

them kept slipping over and that was only really it.  And then I just did a brief 

conclusion saying that it was generally a very positive setting and that all the members 

of staff adhered to the like regulations that were put in place and that was it. 

I’ve done that same outline.  I’ve done my introduction explaining what I was going to 

do, and then I’ve got my positive and negative points and then like the conclusion at 

the end.  There wasn’t really many negatives but like if they were outside there was 

like a bridge that was muddied so they slipped as they went over it.  I’m going to put 

that in now. 

Did you do it on yourself or on the placement? 

On the placement.  But then I did my own opinions within it as well. 

I think I did it on myself like looking how I felt. 

Oh I did it as how I felt, but how I felt about the setting. 

I did more about the same but how I felt about how they were, like working with the 

things that were put in place for them. 

For mine I did the kind of introduction and positives and negatives.  But because when 

I went they showed me this big policy folder they’ve got with all the policies in so they 
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went through that with me and told me everything.  So I got a lot of my questionnaire 

stuff from that.  And they’d already outlined all the risks, like possible risks and how 

they prevented them.  And it was just things like kettles that kept out of reach of 

children and turned off and wires out of the way, but everything else was pretty safe 

and adhered to the Health & Safety stuff. 

There wasn’t many first aiders at mine though, like within a group of reception.  There 

was like two dinner ladies and only one was a first aider, so that was a bit… yeah there 

was like one key worker that was a first aider at every age group. 

Similar to mine, there was two out of the three teachers in the class were first aiders. 

I don’t even know who were first aiders. 

That’s bad practice them not telling you that. 

I didn’t know who they were. 

Every full time member of staff in my setting was a first aider, fully qualified. 

I think they all had like… most of them had the basic first aid qualifications and I think 

they had to go on a course to update it.  And it had like on the wall outside the 

reception bit saying who were first aiders. 

Oh yeah, they had that in mine. 

Yeah, where to go, and where like the first aid supplies were and stuff. 

Yeah, I got showed that in case I needed to go get the box at any point. 

So as long as we’ve got an intro, negative and positives and a conclusion, that’s right? 

As long as you’re like looking back and just link it to like… 

The questionnaire? 

Yeah, and the setting and what you felt about that. 
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You know they’ve given you a copy of the Health & Safety, can you reference from that 

or not? 

Yes, you can.  Yeah, because that’s part of actual… their policies which you need to 

include. 

Oh that’s alright then, I wasn’t sure because it’s not… 

Mine, bless them, they gave me a summary of absolutely everything and they took it 

back because they said it was the only copy and they had to use it for the next student 

coming in the week after.   

I photocopied mine. 

They wouldn’t allow us. 

Oh they let me photocopy them. 

I wasn’t allowed to do that. 

Why not? 

She got really finicky towards the end.  I think it’s because they were short staffed all 

week and she was really stressed by the end of the week.  Because there was meant to 

be two competent members of staff that actually counted in numbers in each wing but 

there wasn’t.  So the doors were being left open and if a kid was screaming in one 

room the other member of staff would have to go through to the other room to help 

out and stuff. 

They’d counted me as like one of their staff ratio at some points. 

I wasn’t allowed.  That’s not actually allowed unless you have… 

No I didn’t think that was, but… because she just said, can you stay like until six the 

one night so we can count you as staff? 

You’re not really meant to do that because on their lunch club where I went, like 

[unclear – 00:08:03] and rough and tumble outside, and one teacher was off one day 

so there was only one teacher and me.  And then because the teaching assistant had 
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gone home or something, and then they had to get the deputy head to come in 

because I didn’t count as a member of staff. 

In mine they said if a door was open and there was two members of staff in there – 

even though I wasn’t staff – the other member of staff was in the corridor manning 

kind of the area and going like nappy changes and pulling up socks with them, that was 

adequate enough.  However, one day in particular that didn’t work at all.  There was a 

huge problem which I shan’t go into now, but that’s in my negatives that there was 

such a big problem. 

So I had a negative with the questionnaire not with… I didn’t have a really… on here I 

haven’t said about the setting, I’ve just said like I didn’t hand the questionnaire out 

therefore I didn’t know the answers.  And that’s all I’ve really said. 

But was that your fault or their fault? 

Well theirs because I had it every day and I said to them, I need you to do my 

questionnaire and they said yeah, after.  And that would be like that every day.  So 

then on the Friday I just got it out and I was like, can you do it please, I’ve got it in my 

hand, here it is. 

So what are the things as reflective thinking do we think? 

Looking at the good and bad points. 

I reflected on my… I don’t know if this is right but I reflected on my [unclear – 

00:09:51] as in like when the fire drill went. 

Are those that identify negative and positive? 

Yeah.  The fact we could actually recognise the good and the bad points, those are 

reflective.  Because we’ve actually explained why we think it’s a good point or why we 

think it’s a bad point, and it’s just reflecting on our own knowledge and understanding 

of thing. 

What did you say; it’s like it’s being reflective on your experiences? 

Yeah, and the individuals in the settings. 
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Also the fact that we could all come to a conclusion about our settings shows that we 

have reflected and thought, like we’ve gone through a full process of reflecting and 

being able to come up with what we really do think. 

I don’t feel I’ve done it right now. 

Why though? 

In your eyes you’ve reflected on your experience. 

Because it’s just… I just wrote about the questionnaire. 

Yeah, but you were reflecting on the questionnaire.  So it’s still a reflective… 

I didn’t reflect about the settings. 

Maybe like add a bit more about the setting. Like whether you saw it in practice and 

stuff.  And then you could relate that to the EYFS stuff or something. 

I think [unclear – 00:11:50] relate anything to us, that’s the only difference I got. 

Yes, the only thing I’d use is they EYFS and the policy book they gave me, and that’s it. 

Because I looked at up Health & Safety Act last night on the internet to try and get 

more ideas, but that was so broad, and trying to narrow it down into children… 

Yes, it’s hard, really hard that one. 

And then I went onto the Children Act to see that and the main thing was about 

confidentiality to do with that.  And although that’s kind of partly to do with Health & 

Safety of the child because it’s keeping them like… it wasn’t a problem within my 

setting.  It wasn’t a big thing because it was just something that naturally had to 

happen. 

So you could write about it if it didn’t happen within your setting? 

Exactly.  Because like I found out there’s more points than I said, these are just a few 

that I felt were either really good or needed improving. 
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So in the reflective time you’ve only picked up on your main points or your service… 

There wasn’t really enough words.  You can’t…  

500 is not a lot to put all those points is it really?  And you’ve got to do the 

introduction and conclusion. 

But your introduction hasn’t got to be that long has it? 

Because I can’t… this is like 503 I think, so then I couldn’t add them because these 

are… you know like sometimes you can take a main point out… well not a main point 

but like some other points out.  But I don’t think I could on these. 

Which bit’s your introduction, just that first paragraph? 

Just that little bit.  And then that’s just… I could take that out because they don’t really 

need to know. 

No, you could just leave a brief introduction. 

Because that’s like… in that template you put your context and stuff at the top and 

then the box, the main is… so you put the context like in the top [unclear – 00:13:34] 

Oh the introduction? 

No that’s like the setting where you went. 

Some of that text might then, because I’ve got like, when I went for my first day and I 

could take all that out. 

Yeah, just narrow it down. 

Because I used word limits for each section. 

Did you?  Oh because what [unclear – 00:13:52] that was good that was. 

Yes, that was really helpful I thought. 

Well it is like 56 words my intro and the rest I just… 
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But if you average it out with like word count for each section you’re more likely to 

stick to it aren’t you?  That’s what I did. 

I find it easier to actually do it down that route, it’s more logical in my head then. 

Yeah because you know how many words you’ve got to like play with. 

Yes. 

Finished? 

I think so.  I think we’ve run this into the ground now [laughs]. 

Okay.                                         [End of recording] 
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27/11/09 Group B2 

So the question that you’ve been asked to look at this afternoon is that you have to 

take it in turns to discuss the key points of your draft reflective account for the ECST 

1100 task.  And as group member we’re asking you to develop a list of examples of 

what you have identified as demonstrating reflective thinking and practice. 

Did anyone find it really difficult to reflect about how [unclear – 00:01:24] 

I think I’ve written more about Health & Safety things that I noticed, but I don’t think 

I’ve written about it reflectively if that makes sense. 

Yes. 

I’ve just written it, I’m not sure whether I’ve actually. 

Like written what they did rather than…? 

Yeah rather than being descriptive. 

How many points did you write down?  I didn’t know if I kept waffling. 

I had four. 

I had about eight. 

I think I only did two on mine.  And I just wrote quite a bit about the two and then kind 

of summarised it at the end, both of them. 

What are the points you did then? 

My first one was an introduction about the setting, that it’s in a Children’s Centre and 

that I became familiar with the surroundings and knowledge and came to maintain 

Health & Safety and security.  Then I did a bit about a daily risk assessment, because 

they did a daily risk assessment.  And then I said this helped me to become familiar 

with potential risks and that.  And then I said… on the risk assessment I had there was 

just a fridge temperature check and I said for that that it’s not something that I would 

have thought of but then I came to realise that food and fluids need to be set at a 

certain temperature in the settings.  And then I got… from the Early Years Foundation 
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Stage there’s actually a section saying that it is a requirement to do a risk assessment 

so I did that.  And then the other bit I did was the children, because it’s a Children’s 

Centre you’ve got all the different children there from babies until about 3-4 years old, 

and [unclear – 00:03:23] and then I just… how I felt about that, that I thought it should 

be separate because the babies are crawling around and you’ve got other ones 

messing around.  And the same with the toy equipment… 

Are they not separate? 

No, they’re all in the same… it’s only a Children’s Centre you see so… they do give 

certain sections like baby massage and stuff for babies, and they do Rock a Bye Baby 

which is up to walking age.  But when like you’ve got a messy morning and then all 

ages can go.  So I reflected on that and how I would change it.  And that’s the only two 

bits I really [unclear – 00:03:58]. 

I just put that like one of the main things I did around the setting was… because I was 

there before the children I had to like go into the rooms and do like a risk assessment 

of the room rather than of the whole building.  And there was one time when we 

walked in and there was… all the chairs were still on the tables, so obviously if the 

children had got in there first then… and obviously no one had been round to open the 

room up properly, so that could have been… so I just put about that and how I felt 

about being given such a like responsibility.  And I did about the security of how to get 

into the setting.  But I didn’t put an introduction. 

Did you link that into any references? 

I linked to security and with the EYFS because I put the security was very good to get 

into the setting, the children couldn’t go home with anybody but the three people that 

the parents had named when they registered the child at the setting.  And the EYFS 

states, only release children into the care of individuals named by the parent.  I just 

linked it into that. 

Has anybody else put any references in? 

Yeah, one from the School Standards and Framework Act 1998 which was for giving 

children opportunity to have suitable nutrition meals.  So it’s the school’s responsibility 
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to follow that framework, so at lunchtime obviously making sure that the choices are 

healthy. 

Have you reflected on that? 

Um, no [laughs]. 

I was going to say can we reference things from like our observations and stuff? 

I did that but I don’t know if it’s right. 

From what sorry? 

You know the questionnaire [unclear – 00:05:50], I reference linked from that. 

And I have. 

I’ve put all about that questionnaire. 

Yes I have. 

My setting still haven’t given it back. 

I went… when I went into like to our meeting before I started my placement I took the 

questionnaire with me then because if I… she might… if I give it her on the first day she 

might go, oh yeah I’ll fill it in, I’ll fill it in and then I’d never get it back.  So I thought if I 

sit down with her and do it whilst I’m there then at least I know I’ll get it back. 

And did you just write back to things then that you’d witnessed or did you write about 

other Health & Safety things? 

I put thing I witnessed.  All about things that I… like risk assessments and [unclear – 

00:06:30] and stuff like that.  Just things that you noted around the setting. 

Is that being reflective then what I’m doing? 

I think you are, yes.  I think you are, because you’re saying what you think and how 

you’d change it.  And you were looking back and you were saying what they’ve done.   
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I’ve done a lot of how I’d change it [laughs].  This is how I’d do it so it would be 

eliminated.  And then… but then I’ve put in a section somewhere, I spoke to [unclear – 

00:06:58] about this week and she explained to me that Children’s Centres are there to 

provide an environment where parents can bring their children and they are finally 

responsible for their welfare and safety, but they will [unclear – 00:07:08]. 

Can you link what you’ve recommended that you would change to any theory, or back 

it up with any evidence? 

Not about what I’d change.  The only thing I references was the Early Years Foundation 

and that’s what they just say is the requirement for risk assessment and to review it 

regularly so that they children are in a safe secure environment in which to interact 

and explore [unclear – 00:07:34]. 

How did… like once we’d written in reference list, how did everyone to the EYFS?  

Because xxxxx, you said didn’t you about [unclear – 00:07:45] 

[Unclear – 00:07:45] 

So you have to put the Department for Children Schools and Families first and then 

2008 and then EYFS, is that it?  Is that because it’s a government policy? 

I think so, yeah. 

[Unclear – 00:08:04] 

I struggled to reflect because I started off by kind of saying what Health & Safety and 

security in the setting is by referencing EYFS and then moved on to talking about the 

fact that I was going to discuss accidents and risk assessments.  And I think I’ve spend a 

bit too much time introducing what it was there to talk about, but then I have looked 

at what training people should have in the setting… 

Personally and or what they [unclear – 00:08:41] 

Well I looked at National Strategies website which is the legal requirements and it says 

that all staff should have health, safety and security induction when they first start.  So 

that’s a requirement and just kind of talked about my setting was really hot on this and 
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they spend a lot of time with me in the morning giving me policies to read, showing me 

round and pointing out practices that they did to make it relate to what I was doing 

throughout the week.  And I spent most of my first morning doing that.  And the only 

way that I’ve reflected on it really is that I thought that was good, I struggled to then 

put any more input in to make it a bit more reflective.  And then linking into that I put 

why risk assessments and things are important and I’ve made a reference then to the 

Child Accident Prevention Trust stating that 2 million children are taken into hospital 

every year after having accident, which I thought was quite kind of key to what I was 

trying to discuss.  But again I kind of struggled to reflect on that.  I’ve just kind of put it 

in as a point and just provided why it’s important for a setting to do risk assessments.  

My setting did a lot of risk assessments, they had about a 20-page folder just full of 

one risk assessment after another.  And they’re continually adding to that every time a 

member of staff thought of something else.  And I really struggled to find anything that 

they hadn’t got on there. 

Did they have like to do a tick sheet in the morning? 

They’ve got a tick sheet that they covered every single day and then they’d got a risk 

assessment that covered all the activities that they did, all the equipment that they’ve 

got in the setting, the outside area, the entrance area, every toilet, the kitchens, and I 

couldn’t really find anything that they would fall down on.  so I think again that’s why I 

found it difficult to reflect because all I could offer was I think that’s really good 

practice.  And again linking in to what EYFS say. 

And the whole Health & Safety in general was the hard one to reflect on because it’s 

there and you know it needs to be there. 

Mine is the opposite to you because they didn’t talk to me at all about Health & Safety.  

And then I asked them like for like their book and stuff at the school and they had to 

go into the office because they didn’t have one.  And the found a student that was 

current and up to date.  So I found it a bit strange.  And then one day they made… the 

kids made some fruit jellies and they were like letting them use a sharp knife.  I know 

they were being watched and supervised but I still thought they shouldn’t really be 

holding a sharp knife in there at all.   
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Yesterday in [unclear – 00:11:30] we watched a video of this Norwegian outdoor 

nursery and in that they used saws and hammers and screwdrivers, short matches… 

yes they were being watched but they were like 3-4 year olds and we were sat there 

like [unclear – 00:11:50] 

And you could link that in and make reference to [unclear – 00:11:53] that we’ve done 

about in Play when they’ve used the saws and stuff. 

That’s a good idea, I didn’t think about that as a reference. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:12:04] 

How do you think [unclear – 00:12:08] 

We have a Health & Safety policy in every classroom and like in the kitchen as well. 

There was loads of hazards where I was, there was like a carpet that half rolled up and 

children kept tripping over it.  There was wires everywhere on the computer and there 

was wet… I had to keep mopping up because the teacher or whatever just kept walking 

past.  And I just thought… 

When we had to do… you know when we had to like find hazards [unclear – 00:12:33] I 

found that really difficult because I only found about six hazards [talking 

together][unclear – 00:12:39].  And I was really nitpicking like one of them was quite a 

big hazard because they were having the lift, like the bottom of the lift was flooded so 

they had like a suction pump going from it like to get the water outside.  So they had to 

like… they had a door propped open a bit and at one point there was no member of 

staff stood at the door so a child could just quite easily like have walked out.  But that 

was the only main hazard.  Like the other things were just like making sure that… there 

was one day when there was only two members of staff on so they didn’t go and check 

the garden gates and stuff like that.  But you know, it was really like nitpicking at little 

hazards. 

[Unclear – 00:13:19] there was boxes everywhere, and then one day the heating didn’t 

work so I think… in don’t think the children should have been in school it was cold. 

It’s if it’s below a certain temperature isn’t it? 
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Yes.  I can’t remember what the temperature was. 

Did anyone write a conclusion?  I don’t really know how you have to conclude it. 

I did.  I just said, Health & Safety and security are extremely important to me and the 

parents and children going into the environment.  And children going into the 

environment should… it’s the main first action that should be done at the beginning 

and at the end of the day.  It’s not only a risk assessment in the morning but the staff 

need to work together throughout the day to maintain the health and safety stuff 

[laughs] to ensure the children are always safe.  That was my conclusion, how I feel, 

what they should do. 

I kind of did one.  I’ve put, I felt this topic was taken seriously within the setting, 

surmounting risks however small, and that I see why.  And I was allowed to offer 

constructive input into these risks and then ensure it was put in place and I discovered 

my ability to spot and reduce risks improved throughout the week.  Is that reflecting? 

I think it is, you’re just saying how you’ve developed aren’t you and how you felt 

[unclear – 00:14:44]. 

I found 500 words isn’t enough.  I could have written quite a lot more. 

I struggled to get to 500 words. Because everything I’ve written is just literally when I 

was at the setting I’d go open eyed and write about what I’d seen during the days to 

do with Health & Safety and it was just literally all day just washing their hands.  That’s 

all I seemed to do and that’s all the kids do, just general things like that, things that… 

that was it really. 

Did you not see stuff like I saw like round the water tray, there was like always water 

there, so like there was always a mop right where the water tray was so that whoever 

walked past and saw water mopped it up. 

They didn’t get out water tray out much and when they did they didn’t put any water 

in it half the time [laughs].  And the sand tray it was just… 
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I do feel like this has been really hard to reflect about.  Like I started doing my [unclear 

– 00:15:47] children one because I thought well whilst I’m on a roll I’ll do it.  And I 

found that quite a lot easier to reflect on it. 

I think we’ve done theory that links in with the [unclear – 00:15:54] where this is kind 

of stuff we’ve worked on our own and just within the group, having got theories linking 

to it. 

Because this is observations isn’t it, so you can link like books you’ve read on 

observations and things like that. 

I’m just still unsure of whether I’m actually reflecting. 

Yeah you are because you’re putting, like I feel, and I came to realise and I would think 

of.  And it’s like [talking together][unclear – 00:16:19] 

I was conscious of that and didn’t know how many I’s were acceptable. 

[Talking together][Unclear – 00:16:29] 

That was me that was, I just have to have my I’s [talking together][unclear – 00:16:33].  

I’m just getting to grips with my computer, alright [laughs]. 

I think that’s probably what I need to do though because I think I’ve written more 

generally like what I would know but I haven’t really put that I’ve seen it or how I 

actually took part in the Health & Safety bit. 

I referred a lot to the, you know, the  art task and I now that I did well for that art task  

so I know that I reflected on that so I kept reading through that and thinking this is 

how I’m reflecting on there and that’s okay.  So was trying to do the same on here for 

this. 

I think like sometimes I feel like I’m reflecting without even knowing it.  Even like one 

of my general assignments, like when it did my [unclear – 00:17:20] I was writing I this 

and I that and I thought, oh am I reflecting in this when I shouldn’t be, do you know 

what I mean.  One thing I wrote about was as a smoker I found like to know the rules 

and stuff around smoking near the setting.  Not that I would have done, but like they 
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said that staff must not smoke on or around those premises or anywhere when 

children are present or about to be present.  Not that I did because I wouldn’t have 

done anyway.  And then I reflected upon that. 

As a smoker… [Laughs]. 

I just thought logically that, you know, I wouldn’t really want to smoke in front of the 

kids anyway because I don’t think it’s right.  You know, she’s doing it maybe I should go 

and do it sort of thing.  So I always made sure… I do that when I go to my serial 

placement as well, I always go… because it’s like in the countryside the school and so I 

walk almost half a mile down the road and make sure I can’t even see the school 

before I light up. 

Oh I just don’t… I just didn’t smoke at all.  I was only there 8 to 5, it wasn’t going to kill 

me was it [laughs]. 

But my setting as well they didn’t actually show me… it’s like you were saying, Angela, 

about them showing you straight away and it’s a requirement and all that.  They didn’t 

go through any of it with me until the Thursday.  As a reflection I put that, you know, 

to me that’s not really the thing to do because I should be aware of all of that as soon 

as I’m there.  but I was thinking because it’s children and the place I went they knew 

me as well and they knew that I had a baby myself so they probably just thought, well 

she’ll know most of it anyway.  But there’s still things that I don’t know because I’ve 

never worked in a setting before, so you know… 

When I first went they took me round and showed me where the fire exists were, 

where the safety policy was, [unclear – 00:19:13] and things like that. 

Yes, I had to sign a register as soon as we got in. 

Oh I didn’t sign it… oh I did, yeah. 

[Unclear – 00:19:24] fell over and banged his head and it suddenly came up really.  And 

I didn’t know what to do because they hadn’t told me anything.  I didn’t know where… 

I didn’t even know where the first aid room was [unclear – 00:19:37], so I had to just 

take him to one of the teachers inside. 
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Did everyone… did all your settings look at your CRB check? 

Yes.   

Yeah, mine did as well.  They kept the copy all week and then gave it back. 

Okay, I’m going to stop you there.                                  [End of recording] 
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FOCUS GROUP 27TH NOVEMBER 2009 – GROUP A2 – TUTOR/MODERATOR 

OBSERVATIONS  

 This discussion was very interesting.  The group took it in turns to talk about 

their written reflective account.  The instructions for the focus was explicit 

about identifying reflective thinking within the accounts, however the 

discussion was mainly focused upon the structure of the account. 

 What was very apparent throughout this session was that one student was 

particularly worried that she had done it ‘wrong’ and she kept asking questions 

for reassurance.  The group were all very supportive and seemed to recognise 

that they were able to help.  However, the advice given wasn’t necessarily 

correct – this does raise an issue about some dominant group members 

seeming to know and the other group members believing them.  This happened 

in the pilot group and when there is a moderator there listening to 

misconceptions and misleading advice it can be corrected at the end of the 

discussion.  However, this will not be the case when the group work without a 

moderator, or indeed for the other groups who work without a moderator each 

week.  Therefore, does this mean there is a need for other strategies that a 

tutor lead to clarify any misconceptions ?  Does this mean that there shouldn’t 

be an over reliance upon the focus group as a learning strategy? 

 An ethical concern emerged during this discussion.  One student revealed that 

she had been included in the supervisory staff ratio whilst in practice.  I had to 

inform the students after the discussion that unless they had a level 3 

qualification stating they were able to supervise children, they were unable to 

be counted in the staff ratio for supervising children.   

 (5) felt that reflection required looking at positive and negative aspects of the 

focus task 

 There was need for some clarification about how much of self opinion was used 

 One student  wanted to know the ‘right’ way of writing reflections. 

 Students were checking with each other about what literature could be 

referred to (83) 

 117-  still referring to needing negatives 
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 125-  reminded themselves that they needed to think about what reflection 

was about which lead to some misconception 

 139 – unsure student still questioning if she’s done it right and clearly worried 

about it.  The other members try to reassure her and give her tips of how she 

can improve 

 172 – group give support to each other 
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GROUP B2 – TUTOR/MODERATOR OBSERVATIONS  

 (after listening to audio recording and reading transcript) 

 At first group seemed awkward again but not as uncomfortable as the first groups 

last week.  They did appear to have a good working relationship as a group – 

supporting each other through vocabulary and reassuring sounds and laughter 

 As Group A2 – there was some discussion about the structure of the accounts they 

were referring to, however, there was not as much. They asked about how many 

points each member referred to in their accounts – there was a significant 

difference here – some had done 8 point and others 4 and other 2. 

 19- gave examples of how she reflected upon her experience on her new 

knowledge about health and safety issues in practice. 

 58- students were supporting each other with what literature they linked to their 

reflections 

 79- student asked her peers if they think she is reflecting from what she has told 

them.  The others all agreed she was then a discussion pursued about justifying 

why they’ve done what they’ve done. 

 102 – reflecting upon doing task 

 116- student demonstrates she has researched to support her findings but realises 

she hasn’t really reflected upon it, so she is confused about what reflection is 

 142-146 – making links to other module input.  Which challenges existing 

experience and assumptions about children’s capabilities of using tools/knives etc. 

– this is good reflective discussion. 

 198 – discussion about difficulty of this task and other tasks being easier to reflect 

upon because they started with theory where as this started from practice – 

interesting ! 

 207- one student reassured peer about her ability to reflect and justified it because 

she had used ‘I’ a lot. – this is a misconception. 

 This group compared experience and compared written reflections well – they kept 

asking each other if they had reflected. 



211 
 

? Does the ability to reflect depend upon the task that has been given.  Do some tasks 

encourage more description? 

 

 general observations 

 Pause at the beginning after I read the task twice.  Some students wanted to 

make notes before talking.  B9 started to talk first about her draft, following  

B10 prompted by a reference to her draft.  All students listen attentively to 

each other checking out with guidelines about references to sources/theory.  

Checking that the question – ‘Am I being Reflective?’  Supportive nodding and 

checking out validating each others work.  Reading out points from account – 

other students make notes too.  Group dynamic became quite animated, 

involved and supportive.  All acknowledging the challenge of reflecting for this 

task. 

 

Themes emerging here –  

 Misconceptions about what reflection is;  

 supportive empathic forum- homogeneity through experience of same task;  

 students previous learning experiences dictating the need to do it ‘right’. 

 Nature of task and whether this determines ability to reflect more efficiently 
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04/12/09 Group A3 

Okay, so this is focus group discussion week 3 and students have read a reflective… 

two reflective accounts from a level 5 student from last year.  And the discussion 

points are, what do you think about these reflective accounts?  Have the writers been 

reflective and where can you identify reflective thinking or practice in the accounts?  

Can you identify any areas in the writing that could have been strengthened by further 

reflection?  What strategies has the writer used to help her reflection?  Will this task 

help you in your reflective account writing?  And it’s over to you girls. 

I didn’t know you had to do that reflection, the sections and stuff for the evidence? 

No, neither did I. 

And they’ve like used a lot of theory in it. 

[Unclear – 00:01:50] 

It’s going to help us isn’t it because now we know how to set it out and what… 

[Unclear – 00:02:06] 

Referencing people where you’ve got the evidence [unclear – 00:02:13] 

Do we just have to put it in brackets like the person and the date? 

Just like put where you found it. 

And in quotes?  Do we have to like make quotes? 

If it’s an actual quote you have to do quotes, but if you’re like paraphrasing what 

they’ve said not actually using the exact words you don’t have to, you can just say this 

person said this. 

No I think it’s because I didn’t even know we had to put references in [unclear – 

00:02:40]. 

She’s being reflective because she’s saying like what she’s learnt from it and how it’s 

going to help her in her future. 
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Yeah, because she says [unclear – 00:03:01] personal understanding. 

Like what she plans to do, like she wants to be like [unclear – 00:03:07] worker and 

things so she’s like reflecting on what will make her a candidate for that.  Like what 

she’s done has made her a good candidate. 

Can we put EY instead of saying Early Years? 

Yes. 

[Unclear – 00:03:39] the word count. 

Yeah because if you went over word count then you could change it to EY. 

[Unclear – 00:04:00] not having that little bit at the beginning, have like one page and 

start like afresh, not like [unclear – 00:04:10]. 

It’s not actually that long, is that actually 500 words? 

500 words isn’t that much.  Like it took me ages but… 

It’s just the start and then that and then she goes onto the conclusion there. 

Yeah but it says word count excluding quotes. 

Yeah, excluding quotes. 

Does it exclude quotes? 

It’s like anything in like… I don’t think she used many quotes.  Or does she mean like 

the things in the brackets? 

Yeah, what she’s referring to. 

She’s referring back to the modules at the end. 

Yeah, like referring back to other modules because you can learn stuff from the other 

modules that are helpful [unclear – 00:05:04].  Like they link in together. 
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So where it says, see section one, evidence from completion of tasks, module work 

there, that’s like her evidence isn’t it? 

Yeah, and she’s like doing it from like papers, like newspapers, like [unclear – 00:05:27] 

Like referring to like recent events and stuff like that to make it more current in what 

she’s saying. 

Have you looked at the second one yet?  Have a read in that. 

On the second one she’s evidenced [unclear – 00:06:08]. 

Yeah it does look very much shorter isn’t it?  But like because we’ve [unclear – 

00:06:18] I think we had to write 2,000 words like altogether… 

Which averages… it’s 500 each. 

So can you do like less in one and more in the other? 

Well it says 500 for each one. 

So this one, even with the 10% either side she hasn’t made it. 

Yeah. 

If she’s put quotes in on that one, she might have done.  It’s excluding quotes so she 

hasn’t actually made the 500 words. 

Like stuff like this where it says, [unclear – 00:06:52] things she’s actually quoted. 

Yeah that’s a quote, that’s a quote. 

Like that bit’s the bit she’s taken out. 

She’s put a lot about how it impact the child. 

And like most of the like the people she’s like used have been like quite recent, like 

with the last like 10 years.  So it’s kind of more up to date. 

Yeah. 
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Except for a couple. 

Yeah, exactly, that’s [unclear – 00:07:32].  On the first one the earliest is 1995, so like 

all in like our lifetime [unclear – 00:07:41]. 

Because on the first one it even… like the date on the thing is the 10th May, the 

Telegraph thing was on the 6th May, so like [unclear – 00:08:00]. 

You know she used her name, you know, when it says [unclear – 00:08:22] used an 

experience of language. 

Probably changed the child’s name. 

Are you not supposed to say that you have?  You’re supposed to say that you’ve 

changed names? 

Or you’ve got consent for it. 

Yeah.  Shouldn’t you put like a star by it, sort of thing, like name changed.  Because 

that’s what you see in like magazines and stuff they put a star next to the name and at 

the bottom you’ve got like it was changed do due to child protection rules. 

Also like in the first one they’ve included things that they’ve done, like it says taken 

part in [unclear – 00:09:22] Personality Test, and obviously she’s talked about how it 

helped her and… 

How it helped her [unclear – 00:09:29] and stuff, and like learning things about herself 

that she didn’t know. 

And she has like talked about her a little bit, but like a lot of it is references and like 

other people’s views of it. 

Not really her views is it? 

No, there is some but there does seem to be a lot of like references in it, and theory, in 

theory and stuff.  So it’s like she is showing like everyone’s views but like it needs to be 

hers as well. 

She has done a conclusion and stuff [unclear – 00:10:56].  And her introduction. 
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I’d never put my introduction like that thought.  I wouldn’t be able to start it off like 

that. 

It is a little bit vague isn’t it? 

I don’t think it’s vague, I don’t think it’s like specifically on the subject that she’s writing 

about.  She starts off about how it’s going to help her. 

But the whole thing is about like teamwork and stuff and communication and stuff like 

that, and obviously she thinks that’s like a main skill for being a candidate for EYPS. 

I don’t know if I’ve got anything else to say. 

Okay, you don’t have to try and find other things to say if you think that’s it.  Do you 

think it’s a good example of a reflective account? 

In a way it is I think yeah.  I think it’s helped me like know how to set it out and what I 

need to include.  But I would include like probably more information about what went 

wrong for me not… 

So it’s more personal than lots of theory. 

She’s just saying what everyone else is thinking not what she’s actually thinking 

herself. 

And is it reflection on how it went for you as well as referring it to others? 

She got an A. 

Okay [laughs]. 

She got an A minus actually. 

I’m going to follow her then [laughs]. 

And I think for me personally, what she’s managed to do… oh hang on, let me rewind.  

What you were saying about putting more of you in is true.  You need to have it so that 

it’s reflecting your personal views and opinions.  But there is a danger in doing too 

much of that because you start getting really descriptive and it’s all about me then and 



217 
 

not relating it and supporting your views with other people’s views.  But I think that bit 

there where, you know, I’ve written excellent reflection, where she’s drawing in… you 

know, she’s got recent, like you said, she’s got recent media coverage of what’s 

happening.  She’s related what’s happening currently to her experiences.  And she’s 

also got some kind of other literature in there, Wally (2008) and what they think, and 

Dunlop as well.  So she’s drawing on literature and the opinions of the wider context of 

what she’s looking at.  So you’ve got support of what she said. 

Can we… do we not just have to link it to like theory? 

No. 

You can link it to anything? 

Yeah, you can link it to any appropriate source.  Was it your group that asked me 

whether you could use anything on the internet?  It wasn’t was it? 

No. 

I would say be careful with your internet searching because you really only need to use 

recommended sites.  And the recommended sites that we suggest are in your student 

handbook, your green book.  There’s an appendix in there that gives you some sites 

that you could go to.  But also if you go to Google Scholar as well, rather than just 

Googling in general Google, you will get loads of stuff.  If you put in Health & Safety for 

instance, and you don’t know whether they’re appropriate sources or who’s written 

them or whether it’s good information or bad information.  So avoid using that.  But 

you can use… you can go to DCFS website and get the EYFS off there.  Or Every Child 

Matters and other policy documents and national bodies and National Children’s 

bureau, all those kinds of sites. 

Can we use like a newspaper article? 

You could use a newspaper… I mean that’s a good example of using a newspaper 

article because it’s relevant to what she’s saying.  Avoid using tabloids I would say 

unless it really does give you some support for a contrast between the Telegraph and 

the Sun for instance or something like that.  If you’re debating what people are 
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thinking or what messages have been sent out there by media about those kinds of 

issues then you might want to debate those two different views.  But I would avoid 

trying to support what you’re saying with what the Sun is saying.  Let me just stop the 

tape.  I just want to pick on some things you said. 

End of recording] 
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04/12/09 Group B3 

So I’m going to read out the question that Karen prepared for you in this discussion 

group.  This week, please read the sample of the reflective accounts done by a 

Childhood student from level 5 and discuss the following points.  Now I’ll repeat some 

of these points if you want me to.  What do you think about these reflective accounts?  

Has the writer been reflective and where can you identify reflective thinking or 

practice?  Can you identify any areas in the writing that could have been strengthened 

by further reflection?  What strategies has the writer used to help his/her reflections?  

And finally, will this task help you in your reflective account writing?  [Repeated] 

I thought it was good.  Everything is clearly laid out and [unclear – 00:01:52] she hasn’t 

kept repeating things.  You know, we said sometimes you repeat the same word a few 

times and she hasn’t done that, and the only thing I scribbled which I don’t know, 

perhaps I did wrong on mine, the quotes that she’s  put out don’t really stand out to 

me so I can’t really see…  I know we’re not supposed to see where she started and 

finished, but I’m confused as to what the quote is from the person and what’s actually 

stating. 

I think like she’s [unclear – 00:02:24] she’s taking the introduction and the conclusion 

and linked them together, and talking about her own personal understanding.  But she 

hasn’t… she said for example [unclear – 00:02:34] teamwork has been highlighted, but 

she hasn’t used any example that she’s seen.  She said she’s seen good examples of 

teamwork on her placements but she doesn’t really say. 

Yeah, she could have put an example in of how she’d seen it in the placement, yeah. 

But do you think it’s because she’s kept to teamwork [unclear – 00:02:53] drifted on 

anything.  It’s very clear that she’s talking about team working. 

Going back to your point, [unclear – 00:03:01] sometimes I’m getting it completely 

from what she said and what the quotes were as well, I’m getting really confused. 

I think it could be strengthened if she used examples.  Because it seems, particularly 

this bit, I know she talks about her own personality traits as being a team worker but 

it’s not very… it doesn’t seem very personal or very reflective. 
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I think it would make it, yeah, as you say, more personal for the person that wrote it if 

they included examples. 

Mm, if she actually put how she actually found teamwork and [unclear – 00:03:39] 

I don’t know about you guys but I’ve put examples of moment that happened on my 

placement [unclear – 00:03:47].  Because otherwise I don’t feel like I’m reflecting on 

anything really. 

Not personal. 

She’s good at using her theories I think. 

I like the one, she makes it relevant to like now, like Baby P sort of thing.  She didn’t 

use loads and loads of theory she kind of makes it up to date, yeah. 

I think she’s summarised it well [unclear – 00:04:10]. 

I think both have goo introductions and conclusions. 

Yeah. 

She’s like laid it all out because she’s started off by talking about what she needs to do 

and then she’s done the theory and then she’s gone on to say about her reflections.  

So she’s not muddled it all up. 

I don’t think actually looking at it that like you said she put [unclear – 00:04:38] 

considered me to be a team worker.  And like you said, I can’t see [unclear – 00:04:42] 

the words out.  She’s said like straight, like directly after that she’s put – I can’t find it 

now – she’s said about other people, so it says like, as a team for everything, she 

doesn’t actually say I did this, she said, people do this. 

Yeah, it’s not really personal enough. 

Yeah it says there about not only the positive temperament of your staff but also the 

excellent level of care that’s provided for the children.  That’s not her. 

She said about like developing more to your team. 
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I think we have to say it’s okay the wording, to be fair. 

Mm, it’s hard.  It’s just that [unclear – 00:05:23] 500 words, but I still think it would 

have been better to say… for example when it said, I personally felt [unclear – 

00:05:34] important, but why, to announce my knowledge throughout my leadership. 

I don’t think like she’s been… loads of theory and kind of sometimes  parts of the 

theory, but then sort of [unclear – 00:05:52] 

Quite a lot of theory… well a couple of them are kind of [unclear – 00:06:00] kind of 

pointing certain bits out aren’t they.  So actually although what she’s concluding is 

different, what she’s getting at is still [unclear – 00:06:08].  So she could really have 

written more and added some more on, like I said explaining why she’s [unclear – 

00:06:14]. 

But then again if you look at the second one, I think that’s more personal than the 

other one.  Because she actually talks about a specific experience doesn’t she? 

Yes. 

About this little girl. 

[Unclear – 00:06:32] – [unclear – 00:06:53] 

One thing that’s good though, I mean like I say on the first one she’s used up to date 

[unclear – 00:06:56].  I mean there’s a couple of older ones here but she has still used 

up to date [unclear – 00:07:00].  Especially like the EYPS, if you’re going to use that 

you’ve got to… you need to find the up to date ones.  In the recent [unclear – 

00:07:07] setting you need to be abiding by the most recent rules don’t you? 

Perhaps if she’s used that in the reference… oh I don’t know [unclear – 00:07:16], that 

she’s had so many references just for 500 words [unclear – 00:07:22]. 

[Unclear – 00:07:23] reference stuff. 

Oh yeah, yeah, I was just being, you know, she’s obviously gone her own way hasn’t 

she? 
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It’s nice to see like, you know, like from 2009 and 2008 and then [unclear – 00:07:37] 

something from 1993, it’s like [unclear – 00:07:40]. 

But it helps to reflect as well because she can reflect on something that perhaps… I’m 

sure it’s changed as well. 

Yeah, so it could be more developed from like 1993, but… 

[Unclear – 00:08:00] I like that one better because it talks about her feelings a lot more 

and what she thinks is important. 

I like the point where she’s saying how a particular child… she then goes straight on to 

a theorist to say why… say the important [unclear – 00:08:18] communication [unclear 

– 00:08:23] to say why. 

[Unclear – 00:08:25]  

This material called the language use and experience of one child in [unclear – 

00:08:39] context, so… 

I think it’s good to see though because that first one was 500 words, the second one is 

400 but I think seeing one of each we can see that maybe you kind of go off a bit with 

your personal, because your personal experience I think other things trigger and you 

might go off a bit more. 

Rather than stick to your specific topic. 

So maybe then you need a balance between the first one and the second one. 

Yeah. 

And you’re going to get that as well [unclear – 00:09:12] as you continue to do the 

reflective practice [unclear – 00:09:15]. 

[Unclear – 00:09:20] 

The second one again she hasn’t really explained what [unclear – 00:09:26] for, 

because she put there, it illustrated how language can be used for many various 
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factors.  And then she’s got a quote but she hasn’t explained why [unclear – 

00:09:37]… 

It’s hard then isn’t it. 

Well she’s done 400 words of this, so she probably could have elaborated a bit more. 

That’s true. 

[Unclear – 00:09:47] regards to our own [unclear – 00:09:50] more things to go off 

[unclear – 00:09:53] 

[Unclear – 00:09:57] 

Yeah, because I know the first time I was doing my [unclear – 00:10:03] it was like a 

needle in a haystack, I was [unclear – 00:10:05] 

It’s hard doing [unclear – 00:10:11] 

She’s used a [unclear – 00:10:31] as well hasn’t she?  She used a good range of books, 

it’s not all like [unclear – 00:10:35]. 

It makes you want to go out and buy some more books [laughs]. 

You don’t need to go out and buy any more books [unclear – 00:10:45]. 

I think the second one is laid out quite well as well because she’s got like a little 

conclusion and a little introduction. 

She kind of finishes this conclusion in the same way, like she’ll give the overall I think 

blah-blah-blah, overall this module has… which is quite good.  It’s simple but yeah 

she’s like [unclear – 00:11:08] 

It’s not too detailed but it’s just enough to like start it and then just finish it off. 

[Unclear – 00:11:14] overall this module has greatly enhanced my knowledge… overall 

this module has deeply influenced my personal [unclear – 00:11:21].  Fair play to her if 

it works. 
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I think it’s good the way she’s done her appendix.  I actually wasn’t too sure about 

that.  I think I was but looking at that now it’s actually secured [unclear – 00:11:34] 

how to do it. 

And like you say… 

[Unclear – 00:11:39] and named it all.  I was just going to put… 

It makes it easier to like understand when you’re reading through rather than just 

seeing like 1a and thinking, what’s 1a, it makes it more clear.   

I think also you have to see that this is like in level 5 and we’re only in level 4 so it’s like 

[unclear – 00:12:08] 

It’s nice to have something to look at to like see where we’ve got to get to. 

Like she’s got evidence from… in the second one there from [unclear – 00:12:25] but it 

says here, it’s got a link to [unclear – 00:12:32], link everything to [unclear – 00:12:34].  

Because that’s probably part of like our outcomes [unclear – 00:12:40].  But I can’t see 

that she’s used it – it could just be me.  That’s another question we could ask, we’re 

not supposed to.  There might be a link. 

I think it’s really good.  Looking at mine it’s made me realise that I’m on the right lines 

but I can adapt it, rearrange it. 

Improve it. 

I’ve done like less theory and more personal experiences, and I think you need to get a 

balance.  I have put theorists in but not… I’ve only done like a couple, whereas I’ve 

done more points and I think I need to just find the balance between the two. 

I just felt I’d [unclear – 00:13:27] 

But I think as our first set of observations and first things it’s good to reflect on 

personal because if you can pick things out of what you’ve done… because it’s like I 

was just writing about mine, and thinking it’s a bit [unclear – 00:13:41] isn’t it.  She 

said like you need to learn through experiences and things about children.  That’s what 

I quoted in my [unclear – 00:13:49] 
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I do think you learn better through experiences rather than just sitting down and trying 

to learn something [unclear – 00:13:53] 

And like you say I can pick out bits and then build on them to make them like personal. 

Yeah, make it more… 

Do research and things. 

Oh that was another thing.  Here she’s put straight away, the EYPS and EY [unclear – 

00:14:36] Early Years settings, but I presume perhaps first of all you’re meant to write 

the word, like write Early Years Professional Status… 

Oh yeah I noticed that. 

Yeah, and then EYPS after. 

Also Carly she told us not to abbreviate things. 

Yeah.  Like you can do it after you’ve written it but you need to write it first so they 

know [unclear – 00:14:54].  You know, where she’s put EYP there [unclear – 00:14:58] 

but I think the first time you say it you’re supposed to say Early Years [unclear – 

00:15:04]… 

That’s what it stands for.  Because if someone was reading this that didn’t know 

anything particularly about our first course they’re not going to understand what like 

EYPS… 

Not many people not having anything to do with this would read it to be 

honest{(laughter). 

But you’re supposed to do it.  Well I don’t know if you are, you know, but I think you’re 

suppose to [unclear – 00:15:26]. 

She has good structure. 

Yeah that’s one thing I think need to build on. 

Layout. 
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Yes. 

I think I’m there but [unclear – 00:15:48] use different references, because she’s taken 

all the books and [unclear – 00:15:54] I’ll just stick to the books that [unclear – 

00:15:56].  And like Karen was saying, use the internet but be careful with it.  Like on 

the third one she’s used the reference [unclear – 00:16:09] 

I use the… when I was on placement I used the EYFS website as well as the booklet to 

reference. 

I think especially with her being the next year up as well, it’s a different… because it 

will get you into [unclear – 00:16:29] learn how to write [unclear – 00:16:31].  Because 

some things like you can’t get the books [unclear – 00:16:35] she’s got one in [unclear 

– 00:16:36].  It would have been a paper but you get it straight away off the internet 

without hassle. 

Yeah, that’s true. 

Sandy, you know what you were saying about where it’s got links to the other 

modules, it says on the front page.  So maybe going back to that that maybe we’re just 

meant, you know, look on the front page of the… where you’ve got the table thing.  So 

maybe, you know, you’re meant to like just say, it’s linked in but not actually state why 

or how. 

I like the words she uses, liken enhance [unclear – 00:17:28]. 

[Unclear – 00:17:30] 

Yeah, standard vocabulary.  You need a dictionary [unclear – 00:17:38] 

[Unclear – 00:17:42] as well, it’s good, [unclear – 00:17:46] 

[Unclear – 00:17:50] with a fine tooth comb before she’s written [unclear – 00:17:54]. 

I do you think that’s important though rather than just writing it and printing it and… 

Yes.  [unclear – 00:18:03] picky about punctuation.  [Unclear – 00:18:06]  it’s difficult 

thought because I mean if you haven’t… if you haven’t done English since like GCSE 
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and you haven’t had a lot of practice writing structured essays, I think it would be 

really hard.  I mean I’ve had a hard time [unclear – 00:18:36].  Especially if you’ve taken 

a year out.  I think it would be difficult to get to this level of writing after having a year 

with a job or practice experience. 

It’s good see as well, she’s used lots of different books but they’re actually kind of all 

the same level.  So there’s like [unclear – 00:19:09], and then professionals leadership 

role and responsibilities.  So they intertwine with each other but people are going to 

be saying different things.  That’s one thing I didn’t think of, because I thought once 

I’ve got one I can get a good quote for different things.  But actually you won’t find a 

direct quote… 

And link it together rather than it just being two separate… 

I just think overall the books [unclear – 00:19:31] 

How many quotes did she use? 

Quite a few. 

[Unclear – 00:19:53] 

But she has done it all to back up what she says in it and it’s all [unclear – 00:19:58].  

She doesn’t like stray off it [unclear – 00:20:03] information. 

Where has she put the direct quotes?  I know there’s one here that’s in italics, but… 

I think [unclear – 00:20:14] she writes by, and I think it’s that after. 

[Unclear – 00:20:19] – [unclear – 00:20:26] 

In mine I’ve put it in bold. 

I’ve put mine in italics. 

I’m actually doing [unclear – 00:20:40], if you do it wrong and you just write it in a 

sentence it might be classed as plagiarising.  So I think if you put it in bold or put it in 

italics you can’t… you’re saying, hey I’ve got it out of a book or off a website and I’m 

not passing it off as my own, if you see what I mean. 
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That’s so hard because I don’t know how to reference [unclear – 00:21:00].  You look 

at examples but… 

But everything’s in your handbook.  It’s not where it says it is but it’s on a different 

page, you have to search for it [unclear – 00:21:08].  Like on the website [unclear – 

00:21:12] looked at.  But when we looked in the handbook there was a website, and 

the websites not one that’s got www after. 

Yeah, I’ve looked at… yeah looked Harvard referencing system [unclear – 00:21:27] 

I think we’ve picked up the [unclear – 00:21:41] 

I think she has analysed and evaluated.  Looking back at these it’s…  

I think it would be… I think you could do it, I don’t know, do it better if she’d been 

more personal instead of [unclear – 00:21:56].  Like to reflect [unclear – 00:21:57] 

Okay then, I’m just going to stop it there. 

{End of recording] 
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FOCUS GROUP 4TH December  2009 – GROUP A3 – TUTOR/MODERATOR 

OBSERVATIONS KH 

 My first thought was that I had posed too many questions for this discussion and 

both groups actually only focused on evaluating if they thought it was a good 

reflective account and why they thought what they did.  This was ok but A3 were 

very reluctant at first. 

 The difference between A3 and B3 is that A3 did not appear to have done any 

preparatory reading of the accounts prior to the discussion.  All groups had the 

opportunity to do this and B3 were very prepared for the discussion.  They had 

even annotated the accounts ready to draw specific points out to discuss. 

 There was evidence from both groups that the dynamics of the groups make a 

difference to the quality of the discussion.  The learner characteristics of the 

individuals may be a factor, and is it possible that like minded people often join 

together in the same group.  Previous experience as a tutor (only anecdotal) leads 

me to believe this to be the case.  Often students who are operating at a below 

average standard will group together for assessed group work and invariably end 

up with the lowest grade over all of the groups.  Likewise the same happens with A 

grade students. 

 The above point actually brings into question the effectiveness of the task I asked 

them to do.  If a group are generally unable to recognise good practice or high 

standard of academic writing because of their lack of understanding how will this 

task help without some guidance? 

 This is why as the moderator of this group (A3) I felt the need to interact and 

demonstrate why the account was awarded a high grade so that they did not leave 

the discussion wondering.   

 There was a very long pause before anyone spoke in this group. 

 Initial discussion was about how much theory was used in the accounts – there 

appeared to be an air of worry and concern. 

 Then there was quite a long discussion about referencing conventions and the 

concerns about this – almost disregarding the focus question and not really 

thinking about the quality of the reflections. 
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 Then they start talking about why they think it is reflective - 24-‘she’s being 

reflective because she’s saying like what she’s learnt from it and how it’s going to 

help her in her future’ 

 There is also a recognition that linking experiences to other modules is good – 46 –

‘yeah, like referring back to other modules because you can learn stuff from the 

other modules that are helpful.  Like they link in together.’ 

 There is a general feeling that there is not enough of the writer in the account – 

not enough personal reference.90-‘and she has like talked about her a little bit, but 

like a lot of it is references and like other people’s views of it.’ 92-‘not really her 

views is it?’ 93-‘No, ere is some but there does seem to be a lot of like references in 

it, and theory, in theory and stuff.  So it’s like she is showing like everyone’s views 

but like it needs to be hers as well’ 
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GROUP B3 – TUTOR/MODERATOR OBSERVATIONS  

 (after listening to audio recording and reading transcript) 

 Students were constructively critical about the accounts 27-‘I think it could be 

strengthened if she used examples.  Because it seems, particularly this bit, I 

know she talks about their own personality traits as being a team worker but 

it’s not very… it doesn’t seem very personal or very reflective.’ 

 Again – this group were specific about there needing to be more of the 

personal element in the accounts – 88- ‘I like that one better because it talks 

about her feelings a lot more and what she thinks is important.’ 

 Students felt reassured by having an example of how it’s structured – how 

literature is used and how appendices are used 

 They recognised the importance of learning from experience –155-‘But I think 

as our first set of observations and first things it’s good to reflect on personal 

because if you can pick things out of what you’ve done…because it’s like I was 

just writing about mine, and thinking it’s a bit…isn’t it.  She said like you need to 

learn through experiences and things about children.  That’s what I quoted in 

my account.’ 

 This group seemed more attuned to each other than A3 – they were interacting 

a lot more and had prepared for the discussion well.  They all seemed to be 

motivated and wanted to achieve something from this experience. 

 

 – general observations 

XX and I had a general discussion /debrief after this FGDF.  XX was impressed with the 

preparation that was done by B3 and the quality of discussion about the accounts. 

We both agreed that both groups were quite critical about the accounts and were all 

concerned about the amount of theory that was used and the ability to reference 

correctly. 

We both agreed that it was a good idea to give the examples at this stage as it helped 

the students to become aware of what would be expected of them. 
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Themes emerging here –  

 Group dynamics and learner competence can make a difference to the ability 

to reflect and develop a reflective discourse 

 A student regard for the importance of the personal element in reflective 

accounts 
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11/12/09 Group AB 

Reflect upon your first semester on the course and discuss how you feel you’ve 

developed both personally and professionally.  Try to give some examples of why you 

have developed and what strategies have helped you to progress.  So it’s just sort of 

reflecting and thinking back of where you started… 

[Unclear – 00:00:20] or every lesson? 

Anything you’ve done.  Okay, so where you started, your baseline sort of thing, and 

how you’ve progressed and what you think you’ve developed personally and 

professionally.  So just talk. 

Personally I’ve got a lot more confident through doing presentations and stuff. 

Yeah, I was really nervous when we did your first one, but I think because everyone 

gets on really well in the learning groups… 

It’s just I think… I wish that I knew everybody.  Like I’d feel a lot more comfortable 

then.  I’m finding it hard to get to know everyone. 

Because like a few people have stepped up and I’ m like wow, [unclear – 00:01:02] 

[talking together] all the people on my course. 

[Talking together][unclear – 00:01:07] 

And then like some people have like gone [unclear – 00:01:14] as well, some are like, 

well I’m obviously [unclear – 00:01:16] and stuff like that. 

We’ll reflect better now. 

On what {(laughter). 

Your experiences. 

What like at placement and stuff? 

Yes, because I haven’t really done if before. 
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I think teamwork has been about that as well.  I think we’re [unclear – 00:01:51] 

Yeah, I think we work really well together. 

I find myself observing every child when I’m at work. 

That’s awful [laughs]. 

And I’m watching like the children on like the little train and I’m like, yeah he’s using 

his right hand to do that (laughter) just watching all the children.  Everyone must think 

I’m weird or something staring at their kids all the time. 

I know how to do observations now, because I’ve never done them before. 

[unclear – 00:02:22] doesn’t it? 

I know.  Referencing is still confusing. 

And don’t leave assignment printing out until the last minute. 

And once you’ve done the referencing and you go back and then you think oh right I 

haven’t done that, and I haven’t done that.  when we were doing it the other day in 

our lecture… 

I thought that session should have been [unclear – 00:02:38] [talking together] 

And I was sat there going, well I didn’t do that and I didn’t do that, forgot to do that 

[talking together][unclear – 00:02:42].  And I was thinking, yeah it was the alphabetical 

thing that I didn’t do. 

But I suppose we’ve got to learn for ourselves a bit haven’t we and got to look in the 

book.  I think that’s what that was getting at. 

I do look at the book then I’d be like… [talking together][unclear – 00:02:57] in the 

book it says do it bold like in your essay, and it says do it bold.  And then Anna said it 

wasn’t bold and I was like… and then everyone was [talking together][unclear – 

00:03:06] 

It just confuses me generally. 
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I think I work better in placement as for like professionalism type thing, like I take into 

consideration a lot more than what I did when I was at college and things like that.  

[talking together][unclear – 00:03:29] 

But because I [unclear – 00:03:31] on the morning before I go to college and I just 

[unclear – 00:03:34] normal clothes.  And then for this I would look more professional 

because I had smarter clothes on. 

Yes, it’s just like the way you talk to people as well isn’t it, and you try and make a lot 

more… or ask a lot more questions than what I used to.  It’s given me a lot more 

confidence to actually go to my supervisor and be like, well why are you doing this, 

type of thing. 

I think they take you a lot more seriously now that know.  Like because I was… I wasn’t 

actually on placement I just went voluntary two afternoons a week to the school all 

through my second year of sixth form and I just did it because I wanted to get some 

experience, because I’d read about this course and you had to have experience.  And 

then like when I was there they kind of just like shoved you a corner, but because I was 

only at school… 

Yeah, that’s what it was like with me. 

Just going for A levels, you know like, well what are you doing, and I’d be like, English, 

biology.  And they’re like, well what’s that got to do with… and I’m like, well I’m doing 

A level and them I’m going on to do something that I like. 

[Unclear – 00:04:30] they were like, oh yeah, [unclear – 00:04:32] you can do this. 

[talking together][unclear – 00:04:35]  

There was massive tub of pencils and I’m just like [unclear – 00:04:39] 

But now like I mean on my first placement especially well the two girls they were only 

like 21 and 22, but they were really good at what they did.  And the one, she’d never 

been to Uni she’d just had… I think she had a level 4 CAF or something, or level 3 and 

she was really interesting in what I was doing and she was even thinking about like 

trying to get into Uni herself.  And like she’d make time at the end of every day to sit 
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down with me and answer my questions.  She did loads of photocopies of like that 

pathway thing that we said about, and everything like that, she was so helpful.  And 

she just took me really seriously because I’m a degree student. 

I think it’s nice when you have somebody like that knows and will take the time out of 

their own day to help you.  You get some of them and they’re just like yeah, go home. 

I’ve been lucky so far. 

Yeah, I’ve had really good placements so far. 

In my first one there was someone, she was like the class assistant and she was there 

all week [unclear – 00:05:37] different teachers and [unclear – 00:05:39].  And one of 

them was ill or wasn’t in on the day she was meant to be, and the other one was doing 

things, because they were making a Christmas CD instead of Christmas cards and 

things.  So she was sorting all that out like and all the class was singing.  And so there 

was just this one main person that was in there and every day she was… like at lunch 

she’d be like, have you got any questions so far.  And at the end of the day she was 

like, anything you need doing I’ll do it because I’m here all week. 

[Unclear – 00:06:07] 

I think most people are really helpful, but then you get like the odd one and they get… 

like I was sat… I was playing with like the children a couple of days ago and this woman 

was sat on the floor and she said, oh can you just get up and pass me the register, and 

it was literally like a metre away from her, and I had to get up while she was [unclear – 

00:06:23] [talking together].  I had to get her the register and I was like, well I’m 

actually playing with the kids and she was just sat there doing nothing, and I was really 

irritated. 

I think that I’ve noticed a bit difference between private nurseries and I’m now in a 

school nursery and I think they’re so much more like that, it’s unbelievable.  There’s no 

structure whatsoever. 

You mean the school one or the private one? 
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In the private nursery they have a set timetable and they come in at like 7 o'clock and 

then they’d have their breakfast at a certain time and their dinner at a certain time and 

their snack.  And they’d go out to play and they’d do like [unclear – 00:07:00] time or 

whatever.  Like everything was done at the right time.  And then at this school nursery 

that I’m at it’s just kind of like, oh come in children, let’s do some painting, let’s do 

some Playdo, let’s sit on the carpet and read a story, then let’s have our dinner, and 

then let’s go home and that’s it, there was nothing like… there was nothing like… 

there’s not a set focused like session ever really, it’s always just like, oh I’ll just go and 

play… 

I don’t like nurseries like that. 

That was different for me.  My private nursery was more like that, just like come in and 

do anything.  And then my school one was more like structured. 

Yes I did [unclear – 00:07:36] and they had… like when… because obviously they come 

in not all at exactly the same time, and they’d have them sat down and then be looking 

through picture books [unclear – 00:07:47] read properly.  And then once everyone’s 

in they will have like a little quick story and then they’d say certain people do 

something, but they all had to do… at some point they all had to do some task, work 

related.  And they had certain times for snack and then break and stuff. 

And dinner time was really good at the private nursery.  Like there’d be a table with 

about 8 children round and then there had to be one adult at each table.  And they had 

to have a knife and fork and spoon and it had to be laid out as if they were like really at 

a restaurant to teach them table manners.  And they weren’t allowed to leave the 

table unless they were told.  And they were really like… but here like at this school I’m 

at now they just kind of sit at the table with their lunch boxes and do what they want 

and they throw food at each other [unclear – 00:08:40].  Like I find myself like telling 

them off more than the supervisors sometimes.  And I’m like say please, or I’ll go 

round with the milk and say, do you want some mil and they’re like, yeah.  I’m like, yes 

what?  And they’re like, yes please.  And you just encourage manners don’t you?  I’m 

like that with everyone. 

That’s just like a natural thing isn’t it that comes out really. 
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What about things like working in a team and dealing with different personalities?  For 

instance in learning groups? 

I mean because I didn’t really know you guys did I?  and like then the one day we had 

like a debate didn’t we and I was on your table and we were like, wow we get on really 

well and we worked together as a team really well.  So that was like… so I ended up 

kind of coming away from my friends as such and coming into this group and I think it 

works really well. 

I think the box thing works really well as well because we sort of all [unclear – 

00:09:57] [talking together] 

And we stayed for ages after (laughter) [talking together] on our own and it was like 

we might as well finish them off. 

Our learning group, they’re not here (laughter).  We do all get on really well don’t we 

and we work well, but it’s just… 

We go off task a bit though really. 

We’re like a bunch of friends aren’t we, we just like go out clubbing. 

Yeah, we’re more likely to go for a drink than anything.  We do get the work done 

don’t we, but sometimes it feels like it’s just a bit…  

I mean [unclear – 00:10:34] and then like when we’ve got half an hour left we’re like, 

we’ve got to do it now. 

I think it’s quite good.  I think everyone works together and we all sort of do the same 

amount as each other and we spread it out between us and make sure they do it by a 

certain time and then everyone will come and have done it. 

So we’ve got emails flying everywhere all the time (laughter). 

Yeah, like if someone can’t make a session, like a meeting, then they make sure they 

make up what they’ve missed or they’ll come to an extra one.  Or they’ll like do what… 

like say we’re doing a presentation and we all have our own slide, if they can’t come to 

the session they just do their slide at home and email it.  So it’s good communication.  
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We all got each other’s numbers the first day and we arranged to meet up.  But it’s 

more to do with like [unclear – 00:11:20] 

I think we’ve all sort of learnt how we all work as well.  Because it’s like when we get 

together and do our presentations we all structure it, we sort of write the structure 

and then we put it all down together.  And we all do all the slides while everyone’s in 

the group together, and then we all sort of say, well you can do that one, and we want 

to… and we talk about what we should put on each slide together.  And then everyone 

sort of… it’s like if anyone’s got a problem then you can contact anyone and everyone 

knows what you’re talking about.  And it’s much easier than emailing just randomly. 

It was really good like for the first few weeks working in different groups because then 

you could kind of suss everyone out.  But like it was really good for me because I never 

really worked in a group with these guys and then it was just kind of just by chance I 

was sat on a table with them when we were doing this like big debate thing and it just 

kind of worked out from there.  And like I hadn’t even gone in a group with them and it 

was like, oh come and join us.  I said, yeah.  So it kind of worked out really well and I’m 

really… like personally I’m glad that I didn’t go with my friends, like close friends, 

because I know for a fact, and we all said as a group we would just mess around, go to 

the pub and stuff.  But like even though we’re quite close as friends we still kind of just 

get on with it.  So I’m glad I didn’t go with my really close friends and stuff. 

You have to learn from these things don’t you? 

Yeah, exactly. 

And I think we like… we get everything done don’t we, it’s just like we scare ourselves 

into it, we have to like [talking together] [unclear – 00:12:50]. 

It’s like we’ve got like 3 hours, it’s fine.  And then you’ve got about 10 minutes [talking 

together][unclear – 00:13:00]. 

We’re like, oh it’s okay, we haven’t got to do our presentation for weeks, and then the 

next thing you know it was like tomorrow (laughter). 

All like meeting at like 9 o'clock on a Thursday. 
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And our presentation wasn’t until like 2 and we had to do it for like 5 hours. 

I think it’s difficult sort of finding time when everyone’s together because we all do 

placement on different days.  And finding time, it was literally on like lunch times or 

stay in late or come in early, but then you only get an hour or so anyway and it’s really 

hard to get together. 

For ours we sort of met up once and it would be like people would be coming at 

different times from finishing work and other things. [talking together][unclear – 

00:13:35] 

Sundays we met up and like Monday nights at like 9 o'clock at night. 

I think if everyone lives in different… like I live here but… 

Ray and me we find it easy, but… 

Well apart from you we live close together but then the rest all travel, so it’s 

impossible for us all to sort of, yeah we’ll meet here. 

And with work in placement as well, everyone else has got, you know, personal things 

that they can’t get out of, so it’s kind of like trying to find like slots.  But even though 

we have like Thursday mornings of and like Friday afternoons type thing, it’s still like, 

well I’ve got this planned this week, I’ve got this planned this week, can’t get out of it 

type thing.  So everyone’s kind of like, well email each other, that’s fine. 

I think we all still meet up though.  It’s like a couple of them can’t turn up but still 

people go and get things done and then it’s all like emailed on. 

And then we email it, yeah (laughter). 

And we have our Facebook page.  We use that. 

I think we need to do that. 

Quite a few groups are doing it now.  We’ve got one haven’t we and it’s just like… 

obviously you make it private to your group and then you just post up so everybody 

else can see it, it’s really handy. 
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Well I think we should make a level 4 page where everyone on the course [talking 

together][unclear – 00:14:50].  Not like to talk to them but you can look and then 

you’re like, [talking together][unclear – 00:14:54] 

If you go on Facebook and you type in our course, Louisa made one up.  like three 

weeks before we actually joined.  So like when we first [talking together][unclear – 

00:15:04] well I know you off Facebook but don’t know you.  And like there is one, and 

if you go onto it you can just type in our course [talking together][unclear – 00:15:12] 

It would be good if we’d all been able to sort of get to know each other beforehand 

because there’s no sort of way like you can… Like some other Unis they sort of send 

lists of people out that are on your course and stuff and they all sort of know each 

other and they can find each other on Facebook and stuff and talk.  But we didn’t get 

anything, we just like turned up and [unclear – 00:15:25]. 

I wish I’d have gone into Halls as well. 

I wish that, even though I live in Worcester I kind of wish I’d have gone into Halls, but… 

I like living in Halls but no one… there’s literally hardly anyone on the course that lives 

in Halls.  There’s hardly anyone, so it’s like you don’t get… like the only people I know 

are like you lot and then my people in my flats, there’s no one else because you don’t 

get to know anyone else really. 

One other person on this course lives in my block of flats and I don’t really speak to 

her.  And then everyone else in our block seems be doing some sort of sports course 

and so they all [talking together][unclear – 00:16:01] 

I panicked before I started the course though, because I was like well everyone’s going 

to know each other from living in Halls and I’m going to be sat there like a numpty just 

like…well I’m glad you guys know each other but I don’t. 

Yeah, I was thinking everyone’s going to know each other from Halls because people 

tend to go to Uni together and I think I’m the only person from where I live came all 

the way here.  But I like knew nobody and I was like oohh… I turned up on the first day 

and I just thought I was going to be on my own and xxxxx and xxxxx were there and I 
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went to high school with them and I was like [talking together][unclear – 00:16:33], I 

didn’t know you were coming here.  And then I just bumbled into you didn’t I and then 

we just kind of … but everyone thinks that me and xxxxxxxxx have known each other 

for ages but we haven’t, we just like got on from… 

I think everyone in the class gets on like, you know, if you pass them by, no one’s… 

there’s like no conflict between anyone.  But it’s just really nice that I met you in High 

school and stuff obviously and all of that and college and stuff, but it seems like the 

atmosphere in our class seems really good, like when we’re all like a really big group. 

Okay, that’s great.  I’m going to stop you because I think you can actually go on 

forever. 

[End of recording] 
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APPENDIX 7: Power Point Presentation to Students 
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APPENDIX 8: Letter to students regarding research and consent form 

To:………........................................................................................................ 

You may recall that I introduced you to my research project a few weeks ago.  The 

main aim of this project is to ‘Develop Reflective Dispositions in Early Childhood 

Students’. 

Having already completed a pilot investigation I am now embarking upon the second 

phase of this project. 

During part 1 of this study, it became obvious that if Learning Group discussions were 

facilitated by a tutor and had a clearly defined focus it had a very positive effect upon 

the quality of the discussion between the students and it enabled them to develop 

their reflective thinking skills. 

Therefore, for the next 5 weeks within the third hour of ECST1100 when you would 

normally work independently or with your peers, I have planned a defined focus for 

your group discussion and this will be given to you during the seminar session each 

week.  At this time two of the groups (one from each seminar group) will be holding 

their discussion in a timetabled room and will be facilitated by one of the module 

tutors.  Each Learning Group will be facilitated in this way over the next 5 weeks. 

These ‘Focus Learning Groups’ will be recorded by use of a digital audio recorder. 

These recordings will only be used by me (Karen Hanson) to analyse and evaluate the 

discussions. This will enable me to establish the effectiveness of this approach to 

learning and how effectively it develops reflective thinking. 

Quotations from these discussions will be used to demonstrate and support issues 

concerning reflective thinking and practice.  Quotations will be used to demonstrate 

both effective and ineffective reflective thinking.  The analysis and evaluation of this 

data will form part of my Doctoral Research Report and may be used in subsequent 

conference presentations and academic publications. 
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At all times students will remain anonymous and will only be identifiable by the people 

directly involved in the discussions.  I will make the transcript of the discussion 

available to each member of the relevant Focus Learning Group and if any individual 

prefers that I do not use their comments I will comply with their wishes. 

If you would like to discuss this further with me on an individual basis please do not 

hesitate to contact me. 

Please sign the consent below to signify that you have read the above details and that 

you understand how the data from this research will be used. 

Thank you 

Karen Hanson B(Ed) Hons, MA(Ed) 

Course Leader for BA (Hons) Early Childhood (Practitioner Options) 

University of Worcester 

k.hanson@worc.ac.uk 

01905 855441 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Consent form 

 I have read the above information outlining the plans for Karen Hanson to use the 

data collected from the recordings of ‘Focus Learning Group’ discussions in ECST1100.  

I also understand that if I do not wish to have my comments used as part of this 

research I will inform Karen Hanson and she will comply with these wishes.  

  

mailto:k.hanson@worc.ac.uk
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APPENDIX 9: Post- It- Note response from students 
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APPENDIX 10: Research Plan 

DEVELOPING REFLECTIVE DISPOSITIONS IN EARLY CHILDHOOD STUDIES STUDENTS 

THROUGH FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION FORUMS 

Background 

 The cycle started with an investigation into whether it was reasonable to 

expect our level 4 students to demonstrate reflective thinking within their 

assessments. 

 This question arose as tutors noted that students were not being reflective 

and their assessed items were predominantly descriptive – recounting 

experiences and not making sense of them. 

 Data was collected using Focus Group discussions with students and tutors 

(separately) focusing on perceptions of reflection / reflective practice. 

 Many things were discovered including  

o Assumptions being made about students’ understanding of the concept 

of reflection 

o The cultural divide between previous learning pedagogies and the 

underpinning principles of Early Childhood pedagogies  

o The power of the Focus Group forum for developing reflective dialogue  

 The cycle now continues with a new cohort of level 4 Early Childhood 

students.  Working with what I know from my initial investigation I intend to 

introduce an adaptation to the existing ‘learning group’ philosophy of the 

course to incorporate a Focus Group approach to their studies. 

 This Focus Learning Group strategy will be introduced after the students have 

completed their first week of practical experience in the field. 

 The cohort has already experienced working within a different learning group 

each of the first 5 weeks.  The idea behind this was to enable each person to 

get to know as many of their peers as possible to self choose a permanent 

learning group which they will be expected to work with in each of their 6 

mandatory modules for the rest of the year. 

 This ‘informed’ self choice worked last year.  However, it appeared that some 

groups who had chosen for friendship reasons alone found difficulty 
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concentrating on module tasks – the socialisation and the friendship 

interfered with honest debate.  These groups reformed at the beginning of 

the second year with a better understanding of the purpose of the groups. 

 

Research Plan 

 There are 8 groups each with between 7-9 members. 

 The module ECST1100 – Practice Experience/Practitioner Options will be used 

for the purpose of this research.  Every week the whole cohort meets for a 3 

hour lecture.  For the first 5 weeks the 3 hours have been divided as follows :- 

o 1 hour lecture focusing on a key concept relevant to professionalism 

and practice 

o 1 hour seminar groups (two groups) consolidating key concept and 

discussing directed task 

o 1 hour independent study to work in groups discussing readings given 

and / or preparing directed task for feedback following week. 

 I propose that for the 5 weeks remaining of this semester the third hour each 

week will facilitate 2 of the groups (in separate rooms with one of the module 

tutors)in a Focus Learning Group Discussion Forum. 

 This discussion will last up to 30 minutes and will be recorded 

 The tutor will be there in the capacity of a moderator and note taker 

 The 6 groups who are not with a tutor will be expected to meet within their 

group and discuss the same focus for that week. 

 The purpose for the recorded focus group activity is to identify the 

effectiveness of the group learning situation and whether students are being 

reflective in their discussions – does this learning environment nurture and 

develop reflective dispositions? 
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Plan 

Module Programme 
Se

ss
io

n
 Date Content LOs 

Tu
to

r 

Room 

8 20.11 10.15-11.15-Feedback from fieldweek 

11.15-12.15-Reflection and recording reflections 

12.15-13.15 –Focus Learning Group Discussion – 
Reflect upon ECST1100 task  

Tutor facilitates group 1A and 1B 

3 CR BY1150 
& 
HB1009 

EE1060
or 
EE2011 

9 27.11 10.15-11.15-Personal Development Plans (Section 
5 of Portfolio) 

11.15-12.15-Purpose and set up of tutorials 

12.15-13.15 –Focus Learning Group Discussion – 
Reflect upon ECST1101 task 

Tutor facilitates group 2A and 2B 

2, 3 CR BY1150 
& 
HB1009 

PL1007 

Or 

CC008 

10 4.12 10.15-12.15Tutorials 

12.15-13.15 –Focus Learning Group Discussion – 
Reflect upon ECST1103 task 

Tutor facilitates group 3A and 3B 

3 CR BY1150 
& 
HB1009 
PL1007 

Or 
CC007 

11 11.12 10.15-11.15-Relationships in quality settings 

11.15-12.15 

12.15-13.15 –Focus Learning Group Discussion – 
What strategies are you using to help you to 
reflect ? 

Tutor facilitates group 4A and 4B 

1, 2 CR BY1150 
& 
HB1009  

EE1060 

Or 
CC007 

12 18.12 Children’s rights and responsibilities 

Module assessment 

Module evaluation 

1, 2, 
3 

CR BY1150 
& 
HB1009  

 


