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SKILLS FOR LEARNING 

GUIDE TO REFLECTIVE WRITING 
 

WHAT IS REFLECTIVE WRITING? 
 
Reflection is a way of enabling self-development and deeper learning by looking back at an experience 

so as to learn from it and then move forward. Reflection can help you to make links between theory 

and practice and between your past and present knowledge. Reflecting on, and learning from your 

experiences, can help you to avoid repeating mistakes and move away from acting automatically 

without thought: it will help you to identify the successful aspects of an experience, and any useful 

principles which can be applied to other situations. Reflective writing takes this a stage further by 

putting the reflection into the more permanent and structured format of a written account and linking 

it to academic theory.  
 
 

TYPES OF REFLECTIVE WRITING 
 
Reflective writing can take different forms. It may be an assessed piece of work that you write for your 

course in which you include academic theory. Another type of reflective writing is a diary or journal (a 

learning log) which is written solely for your own benefit, in which you record your thoughts and 

experiences about your learning experience on a regular basis.   
 
 

FEATURES OF REFLECTIVE WRITING 
 
Describing what happened and how you felt is only a small part of reflective writing. The emphasis as 

you write should be on your analysis and exploration of the experience. Reflective writing differs from 

most academic writing in that you will use the first person (“I”) to describe the experience and your 

feelings. Most reflective writing for assignments will also include an academic element so you should 

write in the first person ("I felt…") for your own account and in the third person ("Jones (2010) 

suggests that …") for the theory.  
 
Use the past tense when writing about what happened and how you felt as you are looking back on 

the experience (e.g. “I felt…”), but when referring to any academic theory, use the present tense as 

these ideas are still current (e.g. “Jones argues that...”).  
 
As in academic writing, reflective writing requires the use of formal language, arguments supported by 

evidence, and fully referenced information resources. 
 
Reflective writing looks to the future. You need to show how your reflection on what happened in the 

past will inform your future practice. 
 
Your analysis of the experience should be linked to academic theory in order to give it credibility.  
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GETTING STARTED WITH REFLECTIVE WRITING 
 
Reflective writing can be more challenging than other forms of writing as it involves writing about 
feelings (anxieties and mistakes, as well as successes). Describing an event can help you to start 
writing. The next step is to then ask yourself questions about this event: 
 
DESCRIPTION – What happened? Who was there? 
 
INTERPRETATION/ANALYSIS - What did I feel? Why did I respond in the way I did? What are the most 
important/relevant aspects?  How does it link to theory? What went well/what did not? 
 
OUTCOME/EVALUATION - What have I learned? What would I change? 
 

There are various models you can use to help you reflect (Kolb and Gibbs, for example) but if you are 
required to use a particular model then use that.   
 

TIPS FOR REFLECTIVE WRITING 
 

 Try to stand back from the event and be as objective as possible. You should be as careful in 

your reflective writing as you would be when writing any other assignment 
 

 Be aware that your reflection on an event can change with the passage of time. As you reflect 

more and acquire more knowledge then your views may change. Your writing may also be 

affected by your emotional state at the time of your writing  
 

 Start to write as soon after the event as you can. Delaying your writing may make it difficult 

for you to recall exactly what happened and how you felt, so your account will not be entirely 

accurate 

 Be honest and admit to any anxieties and mistakes   
 

 Select and use only key events and moments  
 

 Use reflection as a positive that will help you to develop yourself and your skills 

 

HELP AND ADVICE 

For further help, please refer to the Skills for Learning website at: http://www.wlv.ac.uk/skills 

 
 

FURTHER RESOURCES 

We have an array of print and electronic resources about reflective writing including: 

Bolton, G. (2014) Reflective practice: writing and professional development. 4th ed. Los Angeles: Sage. 

Williams, K., Woolliams, M. and Spiro, J. (2012) Reflective writing. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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