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Knowing in a complex and changing environment (Page 58-61)

The most important process of knowing in a changing environment is through reflection. Reflection is thinking about our practice in a particular way. Many of the social professions build their models of continuing professional development on reflective practice. Reflection is a much- contested term and its application in practice can be difficult in terms of how to actually do it (McArdle, 2018). It is our experience that reflective practice in a busy environment can fall by the wayside. Reflective practice is, however, the main means of dealing with complexity and change. This is because it gives us the space to process complexity and to synthesise ideas, so that we can make good judgements about our action, responding as best we can to the complexity that surrounds us and use all our ways of knowing in forming opinions and making choices. 

Fook and Gardner (2007) define the method of critical reflection that we believe can make a difference to both society and the individual's practice. Clearly, reflection is about thinking, but it is more than this.

It involves a deeper look at the premises on which, thinking, action and emotions are based. It is critical when connections are made between these assumptions and the social world as a basis for change. (Fook and Gardner, 2007, p 15)

The key points are the understanding of self in a social context potential challenging assumptions; and linking a changed way of thinking to changed actions. Reflective practice has the change in society as well as in the individual. Our changed actions can affect the world in which we live. It is in principle about unearthing taken-for-granted assumptions. 

There is limited agreement in the literature and among professionals about how exactly one should reflect. We consider it is best done in a face-to-face setting, with one or more trusted people, to tackle assumptions behind what has or can be done. It involves, we suggest:

· exploring critical incidents; 
· looking at the social context of these incidents; 
· exploring and dealing with the emotions associated with these incidents;
· challenging ideas about what is or should be; 
· seeking means of improving practice; 
· improving practice.

We know people who have a cup of coffee and a bit of a think about things and claim they are reflecting. This is not the case; reflection is about being uncomfortable and needs to be critical. Much has been written over the years since Donald Schön's seminal work (1987) on reflective practice.

The purpose of reflection is to confuse, disarrange and thereby become awakened. (Ekebergh, 2009, p 52)

Reflective practice involves asking challenging questions and seeking alternative actions. The following dialogue illustrates a situation described by Karen during a reflective conversation with a trusted friend, Clare, who has taken on the role of mentor.

Karen: 	‘I ran a group training session on research methods. It was supposed to have ten people but only four turned up and I felt it was rather flat and unexciting. The people reported to the organiser, who evaluated it that it was good but it troubles me now two weeks after the event that I did not make it as lively and exciting as it could have been.’
Clare: 	‘What is it about you that requires every event to be lively and exciting? It seems that the participants found it fine.'
Karen:	'I like to do a good job for everyone.’
Clare: 	'But they said you did do a good job. Why are you putting your opinion above the opinion of the participants?’
Karen: 	'Fair point. I guess I am used to doing these workshops and consider myself to be a bit of an expert.’
Clare: 	‘How about using the feedback more explicitly and judging yourself in this context rather than according to your own terms.’
Karen: 	‘Thanks. I shall do this next time.’

In this short piece, Clare was challenging and helped Karen see that her opinion was unbalanced and, most importantly, Clare found a way to lead to action that is different in a similar situation. Often reflection is about assumptions and these are based on deeply held beliefs about the world and self in the world. The conversation above could have taken a different and equally valid path after Karen outlined the problem to Clare, outlined in the following example.

Clare: 	‘What is it about you, Karen, that requires that every session is perfect? The participants said it was fine. Are you a perfectionist?’
Karen: 	‘Well, I suppose I set high standards for myself all the time.’ 
Clare: 	‘Why is that?’
Karen: 	‘Well, I guess I always want to be the best at what I do.’ 
Clare: 	'Where does that come from?’
Karen: 	‘Well, I suppose I've always been like that since I was a child. My parents had high, very high expectations of what I should achieve in everything and I guess that lives with me now.’
Clare:	‘Well it clearly causes you some stress, as you are concerned two weeks after the event about something that was good but not perfect. How about accepting "good" and working with the participants to see if they indeed missed what you think was missing?’

It is important to reflect on action, but in a way that challenges and is not too safe. There is a place for safe conversations, but these are not necessarily reflection. In helping others, it is important to take on the role of mentor or critical friend to support others in challenging their own assumptions. It is a way in which we can learn in a complex and changing environment - only one of many ways we can learn, but arguably the most important and accessible.


