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How to Write Reflectively 
 

Personal Development Planning 
 Reassessment - July 2005 

 
 
The purpose of this booklet is to encourage you to explore what is meant by the term 
‘Reflective Writing’ and to encourage you to become a reflective writer by understanding 
how such an approach can help you improve your academic performance. 
 
The booklet is divided into sections: 
 

 Information  which you should read and use to enhance your 
knowledge and understanding   
 

 Questions which help you to develop your understanding.  You 
should answer in the spaces provided 

 Exercises Which ask you to apply your knowledge and so help 
you to develop your understanding.  Again, answer in 
the spaces provided. 

 
 
EXERCISE 1:  What is reflective writing? 
 
 
BOX 1:  Write one sentence explaining what you think reflective writing is: 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
 
Box 2:  Write one sentence explaining why you think it is important to be able to write 
reflectively at degree level: 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
INFORMATION: 
 
The word ‘reflect’ comes from the Latin word ‘reflectere’ which means ‘to bend back’.  The 
Collins English Dictionary (3rd Edition, 2001) defines the adjective ‘reflective’ as: 

1. characterised by quiet thought or contemplation 
2. capable of reflecting: a reflective surface 
3. produced by reflection 
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EXERCISE 2: 
 
The following is a list of possible reasons for why we have to write reflectively at University 
level.  Put a tick against any that you included in your sentence in Box 2: 
 

Becoming aware of your own learning processes.   
Knowing how you learn makes you a more effective learner.   
Enables active participation in your own development.   
Helps you evaluate your own performance as a learner and a 
practitioner.   
Focuses thoughts on what your practice actually is; how is it 
defined, constructed and experienced.   
Develops critical and independent thought.   
It is an effective way of demonstrating your learning to your 
assessors.   
Reflective practice is a life skill, not just something you do at 
University.   

 
 
INFORMATION: 

Thinking and writing are very closely connected processes: 

 In order to write reflectively, you need to think carefully about yourself as a 
learner. 

 This process is known as metacognition; you are thinking about your own 
thought processes. 

 Thinking and learning about your own learning is called metalearning and is a 
process we hope you will develop through PDP and other areas of study. 

 

INFORMATION: 

As in all types of academic writing, reflective writing has certain basic features, or rules: 

 It uses standard English 
 It does not use slang or colloquialisms or txts 
 It contains a structured claim or argument 
 It is logical 
 It evaluates and analyses critically 
 It uses appropriate and relevant information 
 It provides evidence to support the claim or argument 
 It does not use contractions (shortened forms of words) 
 It uses correct grammar, spelling and punctuation 
 It uses the right word for the right job 
 It uses words precisely 
 It cites references accurately at all times 
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EXERCISE 3:  How does speaking differ from academic writing? 
 
 
BOX 3:  Give three examples of how the way in which you speak would not be the same as 
the way in which you would write: 
 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
 
 
INFORMATION: 

Unlike most other forms of academic writing reflective writing is about YOU and so you can 
write in the first person, in other words you can say ‘I’.  Often the evidence you present will 
be based on your own experience and observations rather than quotations from academic 
texts.  That said, there may well be occasions when such quotes will be useful. 
 
As with all forms of writing there are certain things to avoid: 

 Long sentences (often trying to cover several points) 
o Solution: Use shorter sentences, each dealing with one point.  ‘One sentence 

– one idea’. 
 Verbiage (unnecessary padding-out of sentences) 

o Solution: Use the fewest number of words necessary to express your meaning 
precisely.  Don’t use ten words when two will do! 

 Confusion (where is this sentence going?) 
o Solution: Get your ideas clear in your mind before you start to write.  What 

am I trying to say?…..say it clearly. 
 Over-formality 

o Solution:  use the simplest work that expresses your meaning precisely.  For 
example, don’t say ‘writing implement’, say ‘pen’; don’t say ‘seating 
apparatus’, say ‘chair’. 

 
(See Plain English Campaign:  www.plainenglish.co.uk/law ) 
 
 
Reflective writing is not just a description of what you did.  

 
 
 

EXERCISE 4: 
 
To help you to understand the way in which you can write reflectively follow through the 
following example: 
 
Consider the following piece of writing: 
 

“I developed a computer resource designed to assist a child who speaks English as a 
second language.” 

 
This, as it stands, is a factual statement with no element of reflection.  You could turn this into 
a more reflective description by asking yourself the following questions: 
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 Why have you chosen to write reflectively about this event? 
 Why did you decide to develop a computer resource? 
 Why was it aimed specifically at children who speak English as a second language? 

 
The above example may then become: 
 

“In order to enhance my understanding of the decisions and experiences that 
influence my practice as a learning support assistant in an early years setting, I am 
seeking to write reflectively about an IT resource that I developed and implemented. 
 
I decided to develop an IT resource because I have particular skills in this area and I 
would like to make more use of them within the classroom as I feel this would benefit 
the children and my own personal development.  
 
I wanted to develop a resource for children who speak English as a second language 
because my own experience of being a bilingual child in a single-language setting 
has been a big influence on my career. Memories of feeling marginalized because of 
my different linguistic status have been a strong motivating force in my determination 
to prevent other children experiencing what I did.” 

 
The example is starting to become reflective, but really it is still only scratching the surface. 
The question to ask yourself after every statement is “why?”. This should bring you to deeper 
levels of reflection. 
 
For example: 
 

How did you feel about the success of your IT resource? 
 

“I thought it was quite successful.” 
 

Why? 
 

“I thought it was quite successful because the child engaged enthusiastically 
with the material.” 

 
Why? 
 

“The child engaged enthusiastically with the material because the software I 
used to create it allowed the inclusion of appealing visual elements.”  

 
Why? 
 

“I selected this particular computer programme because it is recommended 
by several leading practitioners, including Jones and Smith. In addition, I 
have used it before in this setting with consistently successful outcomes.” 

 
 
This process could go on for ever, but hopefully you get the idea! 
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What to think about when writing reflectively: 
 
In addition to writing a detailed description of what you did and why, and reflecting upon 
your success or otherwise, you could also consider the following factors: 
 

 Evaluate 
 

• How did you react to events? 
• What were your feelings at the time? 
• How do you feel now? 
• What went particularly well? 
• What, if anything, went wrong? 
• What could have been better? 

 
 

 Analyse 
 

• Looking beneath the surface, can you identify any trends, patterns or deeper 
motivations? 

• What was really going on? 
• Can you apply theory to your practice? 
• What might an objective observer have thought? 
• Are there any academic or other sources you can use to help make sense of 

your experience? 
• Can you look at events from different perspectives or points of view? 

 
 

 Conclude 
 

• From a personal point of view, have you learned any lessons that you will 
apply in future situations? 

• From a general point of view, are there any principles that could help to 
inform your practice and those of others? 

• What would you do differently next time? 
• What insights have you gained about your own practice? 
• What actions/steps will you take as a result of the reflective process? 

 
 
An alternative approach: 
 
Another way of trying to write reflectively is to consider the ‘Three Whats’ approach  (Girot, 
2001).  It’s just a different way of expressing the ‘Evaluate/Analyse/Conclude’ approach 
expressed above: 
 

1. What? 
 What is the purpose of looking at this situation? 
 What exactly happened? (in your own words) 
 What did you see/do? 
 What was your reaction? 
 What did other people do? 
 What do you think are the key aspects of the situation? 
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2. So what? 
 What were you trying to achieve? 
 What were the reasons for the way you responded? 
 What beliefs and values influenced your actions 
 What assumptions did you make? 
 What were your feelings at this time? 
 What are your feelings now?  Are there any differences?  Why? 
 What ‘good’ emerged from this situation for you/others 
 What concerns do you have (if any)? 
 What were your experiences compared to others involved 
 What were the feelings of others involved?  How do you know? 
 What are the reasons for any differences? 
 What knowledge did, or should have, informed you? 

 
3. Now what? 

 What are the implications for you/others? 
 What needs to happen to alter the situation? 
 What happens if you decide not to alter anything? 
 What might you do differently if faced with a similar situation again? 
 What might be the consequences of alternative actions for yourself/others? 
 What other information do you need? 
 What are the best ways of getting this information? 

 
 
 
EXERCISE 4: 
 
The following three pieces of writing are accounts of an experience of giving a presentation 
written by Jane Smith, 22 years old and in her first job after graduating.  (Moon, 2001) 
 
Read each of them carefully and do the exercise in Box 4. 
 

ACCOUNT 1: 
 
I had to take an agenda item to the weekly team meeting in my third week of working at 
PIGG PLC.  I had to talk about the project that I am on (creating a new database for the 
management information system).  I had done a presentation before and then I relied on my 
acting skills.  Despite the acting, I spent quite a bit of time preparing it in the way that I have 
seen others make similar presentations. 
The presentation at the last team meeting, given by my colleague, went well – she used Power 
Point and I decided to use it. I decided that a good presentation comes from good planning 
and having all the figures that anyone might request so I spent a long time in the preparation 
and I went in feeling confident. 
However, I became nervous when I realised they were all waiting for me to speak and my 
nerves made my voice wobble.  I did not know how to stop it.  Early on, I noticed that people 
seemed not to understand what I was saying despite the Power Point.  Using Power Point 
meant that people received my presentation both through what I was saying and what I had 
prepared on the slides.  In a way that meant they got it twice but I noticed that Mrs Shaw (my 
boss) repeated bits of what I had said several times and once or twice answered questions for 
me.  This made me feel uncomfortable.  I felt it was quite patronising and I was upset.  Later 
my colleagues said that she always does it.  I was disappointed that my presentation did not 
seem to have gone well.  
 
I thought about the presentation for several days and then talked with Mrs Shaw about the 
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presentation (there was no-one else).  She gave me a list of points for improvement next time.  
They included: 

 
- putting less on Power Point; 
- talking more slowly; 
- calming myself down in some way. 
 

I also have to write down the figures in a different way so that they can be understood better.  
She suggested that I should do a presentation to several of the team sometime next week so 
that I can improve my performance. 

 
 
 

ACCOUNT 2: 
 
I had to take an agenda item to the weekly team meeting in my third week of working at 
PIGG PLC.  I had to talk about the project that I am on.  I am creating a new database for the 
management information system.  I had given a presentation before and that time I relied on 
my acting skills.  I did realise that there were considerable differences between then and now, 
particularly in the situation (it was only fellow students and my tutor before).  I was confident 
but I did spend quite a bit of time preparing.  Because everyone else here uses Power Point, I 
felt I had better use it – though I realised that it was not for the best reasons.  I also prepared 
lots of figures so that I could answer questions.  I thought, at that stage, that any questions 
would involve requests for data.  When I think back on the preparation that I did, I realise that 
I was desperately trying to prove that I could make a presentation as well as my colleague, 
who did the last one.  I wanted to impress everyone.  I had not realised there was so much to 
learn about presenting, and how much I needed to know about Power Point to use it properly.  
When I set up the presentation in the meeting I tried to be calm but it did not work out.  Early 
on the Power Point went wrong and I began to panic.  Trying to pretend that I was cool and 
confident made the situation worse because I did not admit my difficulties and ask for help.  
The more I spoke, the more my voice went wobbly.  I realised, from the kinds of questions 
that the others asked, that they did not understand what I was saying.  They were asking for 
clarification – not the figures.  I felt worse when Mrs Shaw, my boss, started to answer 
questions for me.  I felt flustered and even less able to cope. 
As a result of this poor presentation, my self esteem is low at work now.  I had thought I was 
doing all right in the company.  After a few days, I went to see Mrs Shaw and we talked it 
over.  I still feel that her interventions did not help me.  Interestingly several of my colleagues 
commented that she always does that.  It was probably her behaviour, more than anything 
else, that damaged my poise.  Partly through talking over the presentation and the things that 
went wrong (but not, of course, her interventions), I can see several areas that I could get 
better.  I need to know more about using Power Point – and to practice with it.  I recognise, 
also, that my old acting skills might have given me initial confidence, but I needed more than 
a clear voice, especially when I lost my way with Power Point.  Relying on a mass of figures 
was not right either.  It was not figures they wanted.  In retrospect, I could have put the 
figures on a handout.  I am hoping to have a chance to try with a presentation, practicing with 
some of the team. 
 

 
 

Ursula Hurley and Elizabeth Gayton  Page 7 of 9  



PDP Reassessment July 2005  A Guide to Reflective Writing 

 

ACCOUNT 3: 
 
I am writing this back in my office.  It all happened 2 days ago.  
Three weeks after I started at PIGG PLC had to take an agenda item to the team meeting.  I 
was required to report on my progress in the project on which I am working.  I am developing 
a new database for the management information system of the company.  I was immediately 
worried.  I was scared about not saying the right things and not being able to answer questions 
properly.  I did a presentation in my course at university and felt the same about it initially.  I 
was thinking then, like this time, I could use my acting skills.  Both times that was helpful in 
maintaining my confidence at first, at least.  Though the fact that I was all right last time 
through the whole presentation may not have helped me this time! 
I decided to use Power Point.  I was not very easy about its use because I have seen it go 
wrong so often.  However, I have not seen anyone else give a presentation here without using 
it - and learning to use Power Point would be valuable.  I was not sure, when it came to the 
session, whether I really knew enough about running Power Point.  (How do you know when 
you know enough about something? – dummy runs, I suppose, but I couldn’t get the laptop 
when I wanted it). 
When it came to the presentation, I really wanted to do it well – as well as the presentations 
were done the week before.  Maybe I wanted too much to do well.  Previous presentations 
have been interesting, informative and clear and I thought the handouts from them were good 
(I noticed that the best gave enough but not too much information). 
In the event, the session was a disaster and has left me feeling uncomfortable in my work and 
I even worry about it at home.  I need to think about why a simple presentation could have 
such an effect on me.  The Power Point went wrong (I think I clicked on the wrong thing).  
My efforts to be calm and ‘cool’ failed and my voice went wobbly – that was, anyway, how it 
felt to me.  My colleague actually said afterwards that I looked quite calm despite what I was 
feeling (I am not sure whether she meant it or was trying to help me).  When I think back to 
that moment, if I had thought that I still looked calm (despite what I felt), I could have 
regained the situation.  As it was, it went from bad to worse and I know that my state became 
obvious because Mrs Shaw, my boss, began to answer the questions that people were asking 
for me.   
I am thinking about the awful presentation again – it was this time last week.  I am reading 
what I wrote earlier about it.  Now I return to it, I do have a slightly different perspective.  I 
think that it was not as bad as it felt at the time.  Several of my colleagues told me afterwards 
that Mrs Shaw always steps in to answer questions like that and they commented that I 
handled her intrusion well.  That is interesting.  I need to do some thinking about how to act 
next time to prevent this interruption from happening or to deal with the situation when she 
starts*.  I might look in the library for that book on assertiveness. 
I have talked to Mrs Shaw now too.  I notice that my confidence in her is not all that great 
while I am still feeling a bit cross.  However, I am feeling more positive generally and I can 
begin to analyse what I could do better in the presentation.  It is interesting to see the change 
in my attitude after a week.  I need to think from the beginning about the process of giving a 
good presentation..  I am not sure how helpful was my reliance on my acting skills*.  Acting 
helped my voice to be stronger and better paced, but I was not just trying to put over someone 
else’s lines but my own and I needed to be able to discuss matters in greater depth rather than 
just give the line*. 
I probably will use Power Point again.  I have had a look in the manual and it suggests that 
you treat it as a tool – not let it dominate and not use it as a means of presenting myself.  That 
is what I think I was doing.  I need not only to know how to use it, but I need to feel 
sufficiently confident in its use so I can retrieve the situation when things go wrong.  That 
means understanding more than just the sequence of actions*. 
As I am writing this, I am noticing how useful it is to go back over things I have written about 
before.  I seem to be able to see the situation differently.  The first time I wrote this, I felt that 
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the presentation was dreadful and that I could not have done it differently.  Then later I 
realised that there were things I did not know at the time (eg about Mrs Shaw and her habit of 
interrupting).  I also recognise some of the areas in which I went wrong.  At the time I could 
not see that.  It was as if my low self esteem got in the way.  Knowing where I went wrong, 
and admitting the errors to myself gives me a chance to improve next time – and perhaps to 
help Mrs Shaw to improve in her behaviour towards us! 
*I have asterisked the points that I need to address in order to improve. 
 

 
 
Box 4: 
For each of the three accounts comment on the level of reflection shown.  Use the guidance 
suggested in either the Evaluate/Analyse/Conclude approach or the ‘Three Whats’ approach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Girot E.A.  2001  Reflective Skills.  In Maslin-Prothero S. (ed)  Baillere’s Study Skills for Nurses  2nd Edition  Baillere 
Tindall/RCN.  London 

Moon, J.  2001  Reflection in Higher Education Learning.  PDP Working Paper 4.  LTSN Generic Centre 
 
 
 
What to do when you have completed this booklet: 
 

o Submit your final version along with reassessment Tasks b to f 
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