The spiral model of reflective practice

E Clements

1999

The current approach adopted within New Zealand’s early childhood sector is an ecological approach. An ecological approach is one based on connections and context. When an early childhood educator takes an ecological approach, their decisions about how best to educate children are based on such factors as the age and wellbeing of the child, the child’s home environment, culture and values of the local community, the political, economic and social context in which this community exists and the current theories of child development.

To take these factors into account, the educator needs to be a reflective practitioner. That is, practitioners need to constantly think about their actions so they can learn from their past experience and use this and other learning to change their future actions. There are different ways in which an educator can be a reflective practitioner. In this paper, I propose a spiral model.

Models of reflective practice tend to be linear or circular. The linear models conceptualise change as a straight line. You act, think about what you do and change your actions for the better. This takes you to a new height. Circular models propose a circle of change. These models propose that you act, think about what you do, change your actions, think about them and change again.

The idea of thinking of reflective practice in terms of spirals is to incorporate dimensions of linear and circular models which acknowledging both the repetitive and ever changing dimensions of reflective practice. Spirals are cycles which change each time we begin a new phase. They do not go round in circles nor do they necessarily always improve practice. What they suggest is both change and sameness.
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This diagram is a process for the everyday work of the reflective practitioner. An example will clarify the meanings of the stages.

Act

Louise is an educator in a kindergarten. Today she runs a morning session for three and four year olds.

Select

Louise stops at the end of a session and finds herself feeling unsettled about her interactions with Bradon. She decides she needs to work out why she is feeling unsettled. 

Name

That night, she goes home and writes down what happened with Bradon. She writes that Bradon - a four year old boy who has attended the centre for two years - was at the art table using crayons to make shapes on paper. She observed him and commented to him that his shapes looked like writing. Was he writing his name? He replied ‘yes’, dropped the crayon on the table, and ran off. 

Reflect

Louise reads and thinks about what she’s written. She thinks about Bradon and about the whole pattern of the day. The day had gone well she decides. She had worked with Bradon since he began at the centre and has what she believes is a good relationship with him. She knows Bradon’s family. His mother and aunt spend time in the centre as parent helpers. He is the middle of three children and they appear to have good relationships. Then she thinks about what she knows about child development. In her experience, four year olds can often write their names. Bradon had tried. She decides to check her knowledge of children’s ability to write at this age. Finally Louise considers her own behaviour. She thinks about what she has done, why she did it and what she said. 

Research

Louise gets out her child development and teaching books and looks up language development. She finds that her memory of theories is correct. However, while flipping through the teaching styles text, she notices a section on communication with children. There is a section on questions. While reading this, she finds that she had asked a closed question and that simply rephrasing her question so that it became an open question may have led Bradon to talk about what he was doing instead of resulting in him running off.

Plan

Louise thinks about how she could rephrase her question in a way that would allow Bradon to tell her what he was doing, how he felt about it and what she may need to do to support him to achieve. She writes out her rephrased question. Then she realises that she will not necessarily have a chance to use it. She decides to create an opportunity. She plans an activity for children who want to write their names.

Act

The next day Louise is able to incorporate her planned activity into the session. She is delighted when Bradon takes part. 

Monitor

Louise wants to check the outcome of her revised practice. She again records what happened and reflects on it. She finds that her plan achieved the desired results. However, Louise decides that she needs to develop her ability to use open questions. She decides to monitor her questions and to use the spiral to learn to make open questions part of her everyday practice.

In this example, Louise selects an incident from a busy day. Her selection is based on an uncomfortable feeling. When monitoring the changes she makes at the end of the cycle, she selects an aspect of her practice on which to act and reflect. To identify the basis of her feeling, she sets out in front of herself by writing what happened. In other words, she names her experience. Once she has done this she is able to reflect on it. This enables her to understand the possible links between her feeling and her actions. She then researches to find out more about which link is most likely. She plans changes based on her reflections and her research findings and tries them out. She monitors her trial and enters a new spiral of learning.

There are many ways to select, name, reflect and research one’s actions as an educator. The selection may be based on concerns over a child, concerns about the management of the centre, an uncomfortable feeling about an aspect of the national curriculum, a belief that you have found a successful way of handling a particular discipline problem that you have not read about or a desire to find out more about an area of child development.

To name an experience is to put words to it. In the act of articulating your experience you stand aside and observe yourself in action. This can be done in writing as Louise did or can be oral - you may discuss the incident with someone else. In the act of telling the other person what you are concerned about, you name your experience. You can also allow somebody else to name their experience by reacting to someone reporting a feeling by asking them to describe what happened.

Reflection can also be a process that involves others. You can talk over what happened in a day with your colleagues, friends or family. Alternatively, a staff team may select an aspect of their practice on which to reflect together. This reflection can be formal or informal. Much reflective practice will happen in unplanned moments. Two staff members may stop to discuss something that just happened and make a quick decision to change the planned action. Alternatively, an individual or a group may decide to select an aspect of their practice on which to reflect formally.

The research process can also be formal or informal. In everyday reflective practice research may involve finding out the views of other staff, checking the theoretical basis of actions, or checking with a child’s parents to find out what is happening at home that may be affecting a child’s behaviour. However, if you think you have found a new practice, your research will become more formal. You may plan a literature search of similar practices and a trial of the practice by other educators. If you believe there is a goal in the national curriculum which needs changing, you may research the reason for its inclusion and write a questionnaire to find out what other educators think about this goal.

The major difference between the spiral model and other models is that it is never ending. It involves educators in an ongoing learning process.

The theoretical basis of the spiral model

The spiral model was inspired by Maori understanding of the uncurling of the frond of plants. The spiral represents people’s ongoing development. Both change and stability are essential for life. The spiral represents both. Each circle of the spiral is like the seasons. As we move through summer, autumn, winter and spring every year, so does our learning move through stages over and over again. But if we go round in circles, we repeat our mistakes. If we move in spirals, we learn from our last circle. While the next circle will have the same stages, the way we move through the stages will be qualitatively different because we have been altered by our previous learning.

The learning spiral builds on Freire’s concept of praxis and the stages described by action researchers.

Freire (1972) uses the term praxis to refer to the process of critically reflecting on action in a way which leads to altered actions. In this way, praxis is a creative activity which involves its practitioners in shaping change. Praxis brings together theory and practice in a dialectical relationship. Constant practice of praxis thus means constant change and constant interweaving of theory and practice.

Action researchers such as Carr & Kemmis (1986) describe a cycle which a researcher moves through in order to develop and interpret their actions. Bawden (1991) expands the cycle proposed by Carr & Kemmis by describing the cycle as one loop. He adds a second loop which requires another layer of reflection. This adds a more in depth reflective layer.

The learning spiral can be used by practitioners in any field. There is always more to learn.
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