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INTRODUCTION
Reflection is the conscious exploration of an experience. In order to learn from an experience, you 

need to reflect on it. 

As a learning tool, reflection may be more powerful when you use a structure or framework to guide 

you.3 There are many models and tools of reflection available to help you engage in the process. All 

of them can assist you to move out of ‘auto-pilot’ in your practice. Because reflection is ongoing, 

and you take the learning from one reflection forward into your practice and future experiences, 

most of the models are represented as a cycle.4   

It is important that you choose the model that works best to help you to learn from your reflection.  

You may need to try one or two before you find a model that resonates with you. Four models are 

presented here to help you to develop your reflection skills. We encourage you to select one and 

apply the structure and questions next time you are reflecting. 
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GIBBS’ REFLECTIVE CYCLE
Gibbs developed his reflective cycle from an educational perspective.5 It is a popular model to assist 

with reflective practice. It can be applied to reflection on any type of experience, but is particularly 

useful to assist you to learn from everyday situations.6  

Gibbs’ reflective cycle encourages you to think systematically about the experience. It contains six 

stages, and poses a key question to consider at each stage.7 It asks you for a clear description of 

the situation, and then leads you through the reflection and learning, to plan what you would do if 

the situation arose again.6
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PHASE CUE QUESTIONS8

Description (of the event) What happened?
• What did you do? Where did it happen? Who was involved? 

What was the context? 

Feelings What were you thinking and feeling?
• Describe your internal thoughts and feelings before, during and 

after the event

Evaluation What was good and bad about the experience?
• Were there things that were difficult? Interesting? Surprising? 

Upsetting? Provide some judgement about the event and its 
possible consequences

Analysis What sense can you make of the situation?
• How do past experiences compare to this?
• How does theory or evidence fit with this?
• How did your involvement affect the outcome?

Conclusion What else could you have done?
• What insights, thoughts, or conclusions, about your role within 

this event that you can now take away?
• What have you learnt for the future?

Action plan What would you do if a similar situation arose again?
• What are some indicators that would help you recognise a 

similar event?
• What are some changes you would make? 

GIBBS’ REFLECTIVE CYCLE WITH QUESTIONS

Physiotherapy New Zealand 5



JOHNS’ MODEL OF STRUCTURED REFLECTION  
Johns’ model for structured reflection2 9 was originally developed for use in the context of nursing5, 

but is relevant for use in other contexts. It can assist with reflection and analysis of more complex 

decision making, as well as being useful when learning how to reflect.  

Johns suggested that when you reflect, you need to make sure that you ‘look inwards’ (consider 

your own thoughts and feelings), and ‘look outwards’ (consider the actual incident or situation, plus 

things like your actions in the situation and whether they were ethical, and the external factors that 

influenced you).4 8 The cue questions provided with each phase of the model lead you to do this. 

Johns also suggested that involving someone else (e.g., a supervisor or mentor) to support you in 

your reflection can make your reflection more powerful than if you engage in reflection by yourself.4 5

ACTION PLAN
IF IT AROSE AGAIN 

WHAT WOULD 
YOU DO?

DESCRIPTION
WHAT HAPPENED?

FEELINGS
WHAT WERE YOU 

THINKING AND 
FEELING

EVALUATION
WHAT WAS GOOD 
AND BAD ABOUT

THE EXPERIENCE?

ANALYSIS
WHAT SENSE CAN 
YOU MAKE OF THE

SITUATION?

CONCLUSION
WHAT ELSE 
COULD YOU 
HAVE DONE?

COULD I
HAVE DEALT

WITH IT
BETTER?

INFLUENCING
FACTORS

REFLECTION

IMPLEMENTATION
CONCRETE

EXPERIENCE

REFLECTING
ON OUTCOMES

REFLECTIVE
OBSERVATION

MAKING SENSE
ABSTRACT

CONCEPTUALISATION

PLANNING
ACTIVE

EXPERIMENTATION 

MAKING SENSE
OF THE EXPERIENCE      

ABSTRACT
CONCEPTUALISATION

DOING IT
CONCRETE

EXPERIENCE

PLANNING WHAT
TO DO
ACTIVE

EXPERIMENTATION 
REFLECTING

ON THE EXPERIENCE
REFLECTIVE

OBSERVATION

DESCRIBE 
THE

EXPERIENCE

LEARNING

Physiotherapy New Zealand 6



PHASE CUE QUESTIONS2 9-11 

Describe the experience • Describe the experience, and the significant factors that were 
involved

Reflection • What was I trying to achieve?
• What were the consequences of my actions?
• How did I feel about this experience when it was happening? 

Why did I feel this way? 
• If there was another person involved (e.g., a patient), how did 

they feel about the situation?

Influencing factors • What things (e.g., internal factors, my own knowledge, external 
factors) affected my decision making and actions?

Could I have dealt with it 
better?

• What other choices did I have?
• Did I act for the best?
• What would the consequences of those other actions have 

been? For myself? For others?

Learning • What will change because of this experience?
• How do I now feel about the experience? 
• How has this experience changed my ways of knowing?

• Empirics (scientific)
• Ethics (moral knowledge)
• Personal (self-awareness, e.g., of my own beliefs and values)
• Aesthetics (the art of what we do, our own experiences)
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KOLB’S LEARNING CYCLE
Kolb’s learning cycle presents learning as being based in actual experiences.1 8 12-14 It suggests that 

by reflecting on an experience, you are able to make sense of it. Once you can make sense of the 

experience, you are able to draw generalisations or learning from it. You can then incorporate your 

new learning into a plan of action to apply to new situations. When you apply your new learning 

to another situation, you begin the learning cycle again. Thus, the cycle can be considered to be a 

spiral. According to Kolb, the learning cycle can be entered at any stage.

Diagrams of a modified version of Kolb’s learning cycle, 
showing the progressive learning process as a circle or spiral1
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Kolb’s learning cycle is also relevant for planning continuing professional development courses. 

It suggests that instead of courses being focused on either theoretical or practical content, both 

should be integrated into the delivery.1

• Saying what you did 
without being judgemental

• Observing the process

• Making judgements
• What worked well, and why
• What didn’t work so well, and why
• Linking theory with what you did

• What to do next time
• Setting goals
• Identifying Criteria 

for success

• Participation
• Doing
• Applying new learning

The learning cycle can then be further 
developed to look like this:

KOLB’S LEARNING CYCLE DEVELOPMENT
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WHAT… SO WHAT… NOW WHAT…

Questions to help with the 
description of the event / 
experience

Questions to help with the 
understanding of the event / 
experience

Questions to help with what 
can be done to improve the 
experience

…is the problem?

or

…is the reason for this 
difficulty?

…does this tell me about me 
about:
• me?
• my patient/student?
• others?
• our relationship?
• my patient’s care?
• the model of care/teaching 

approach I am using?
• my attitudes?
• my patient’s/student’s 

attitudes?

…do I need to do in order to:
• make things better?
• stop being stuck?
• improve my patient’s care?
• resolve the situation?
• feel better?
• get on better?

…was my role in this situation? …was going through my mind 
as I acted?

…broader issues need to be 
considered if this action is to 
be successful?

…was I trying to achieve? …did I base my actions on? …might be the consequences 
of this action?

…actions did I take? …other knowledge can I bring 
to the situation?
• experience
• personal
• scientific

…was the response of others? …could I have done to make it 
better?

…were the consequences?
• for the patient/student?
• for myself?
• for others?

…is my new understanding of 
the situation?

…feelings did it evoke?
• in the patient/student?
• in myself?
• in others?

…broader issues arise from 
the situation?

…was good (or bad) about 
the incidence or experience?

ROLFE, FRESHWATER AND JASPER’S FRAMEWORK OF 
REFLECTIVE PRACTICE
Rolfe and his colleagues developed their framework from a personal/professional development 

perspective.5 It builds on the three basic questions of “What?”, “So what?” and “Now what?” that 

formed an earlier model. The framework consists of probing questions that align with each of those 

three questions, but that guide you to increasingly broader and deeper reflection. The framework can 

be used by anyone, from novice to expert, because different levels of questions can be reflected on.15 16 

Rolfe et al.’s framework of reflective practice (with the three main 
questions and examples of related questions)15
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