R E F L E C T I V E

P R A C T C E

Facts

Reflective practice is modeled and supported when providers of professional development are
transparent and intentional about how they think about the thinking and feelings of both
children and adults.

Reflection occurs in
Environments of
Emotional Safety
Reflective partners need
to trust that they are
respected as professionals
who are working hard to
provide quality services.
Empathy and acceptance
help create a safe
environment for a high
level of self-other
awareness.

Reflective supervisors, master teachers, coaches, quality
consultants, inclusion consultants, higher education faculty, and
peers all play important roles in modeling and facilitating
reflective practice.

Reflective professional
development fosters
thoughtful and detailed
exploration of early
childhood professional
experiences.

The term reflective practice is defined in many different ways in
the fields of education, business, and organizational
management. Often the term is used to define a process of critical
self-reflection that motivates performance improvement.
Sometimes this is described as a cycle of PLAN – DO – STUDY –
ACT. Sometimes reflective practice is used to refer to interactions
that take place between practitioners to enhance our professional
development.

Reflective partners value
curiosity and alternative
possibilities over knowing
or teaching the “right”
answer.

As you explore the materials in the section titled, Thinking about
Thinking: Reflective Practice Across Early Childhood Settings,
https://www.parent-infantstudycenter.com/reflective-practice-resources

you will quickly notice that in addition to these more traditional
uses of reflective practice, the videos encourage early childhood
professionals to also take a reflective stance while noticing and
supporting the development of reflection in young children.
Research is increasingly clear that emotional literacy and social
competence are essential for school success. While we use
reflection to enhance professional development, we have many
important opportunities to help early childhood professionals use
their skills to help young children better understand the thoughts
and feelings of others.
Jacqui Van Horn, MPH (2016)

Reflective practice is modeled and supported when providers of professional development
are transparent and intentional about how they think about the thinking and feelings of
both children and adults.

Process
Using reflective practice to support
professional development also
involves intentionally attending to
both the “what” and the “how” of
the work.
Balancing content and process
allows for gentle exploration of:
• Assumptions;
• Biases; and
• Cultural factors that may need
to be considered through
multiple lenses or perspectives.
When we encourage practitioners
to share detailed descriptions of
interactions and experiences, we
also encourage thoughtful
exploration of the context
surrounding the situations.

How do we stay Mindful of
Parallel Process?
Years ago Jeree Pawl proposed
thinking of parallel process as “The
Platinum Rule”: Do unto others, as
you would have others do unto
others.
Reflective practice encourages the
types of emotionally attuned,
thoughtful and respectful
relationships between learners and
teachers that we hope to see
between the early childhood
professional and the children and
parents they serve, and, most
importantly, between the parents
and children our services support.

Reflection in Adult Education Classrooms
Adult learners can work together to co-create a safe, trusting and
respectful learning environment. This might require that the
faculty/trainer ask somewhat difficult questions. It might also be
necessary to reframe learners’ comments to support a safe environment.
Adult learners can be supported to understand expectations related to
the “rules of engagement” in open discussions that are free of judgment
and harsh criticism. Safety is also enhanced when learners are encouraged
to be thoughtful about how much personal information to share in class
discussions and in how much detail. Professional reflective practice is not
the same as either heart-to-heart conversations with a close and trusted
friend or as private psychotherapy.
Classroom discussions can be facilitated with a goal of getting a more
clear understanding of what is happening for all involved rather than on
solving problems or advising next steps. Often learners are unaware of
how often they engage in unsolicited advice giving or premature problem
solving. Reflective practice is an intentional way of “going slow to go fast”.
Ask don’t tell can be an approach trainers model as well as reframe and
reinforce during class discussions.
It can be helpful to think of one’s self as “the guide on the side rather than
the sage on the stage” when supporting a reflective practice approach to
developing early childhood professionals. As a learning facilitator who
guides the reflective process, it is important to let go of “knowing” and to
allow space for “not knowing” in both yourself and the learners. This can
be especially challenging when you will be evaluating student learning and
assigning a grade. Clearly, it is reasonable to expect students to know
facts about theories and best practices. At the same time, a reflective
approach to early childhood work is facilitated through authentic curiosity
about the feelings, perceptions and experiences of the learners. This then
invites the educators’ curiosity about the same in the children they teach
and the families they will serve. Appropriate “not knowing” allows for
many more possibilities for effective practice than does too much
confidence in knowing “the” right way.
Consider communicating in ways
(verbal and non-verbal, silence,
comments, questions,
descriptions, observations) that
encourage deeper thinking and
more detailed exploration of
concepts, perceptions, beliefs
and ideas. Envision an iceberg
that has only a small portion visible above the water line. Some say, that
reflective practice helps us lower or learn to see below the waterline. Our
reflective process with learners often starts by thinking together about
the more surface level observations and experiences. In a safe and
trusting learning environment we can then use a reflective process to
consider what might be inside/beneath those observations, feelings and
experiences.

Jacqui Van Horn, MPH (2016)

