
Reflective models 
 

Reflective model according to Gibbs 

The reflective model according to Gibbs is 
based on several stages, during which you are required to answer several questions in order 
to go as deep as possible with your reflections. Gibbs suggests the following stages: 
description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusions and action plan. 
The idea of this model is to systematise reflections and isolate feelings. The different stages 
usually help to slow down our thought processes so that we don’t jump to conclusions too 
quickly. 
  

Description: 
What happened? 
At this stage you are asked to describe the situation and not to make any judgements or 
draw conclusions. Try to be as detailed as possible but remain descriptive. 
 
Feelings: 
What were your reactions and feelings? 
Again you are not to analyse the situation, yet. You are asked to describe your emotional 
response to the situation you have experienced. Consider what you felt, how your body felt 
and what you did as well as how the others reacted to your actions. 
 
Evaluation: 
What was good or bad about the experience? 
At this stage you are considering the situation and your responses more objectively to make 
your first value judgements. You should also consider the experience from other people’s 
perspective in addition to your own. This will help you understand if the situation was bad 
for you only, or if it was a bad experience for others, too. 
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Analysis: 
What sense can you make of the situation? What was really going on? Were different 
people’s experiences similar or different? 
Once you have considered the situation in an evaluative way, you can start to analyse it in 
greater detail by considering the above questions. At this stage you should also bring in 
ideas from outside the experience to help you. This could mean involving colleagues and 
peers in your reflections, but also to consult literature and theories in order to make sense 
of what happened. 
 
Conclusions: 
What can be concluded from these experiences and the analyses you have undertaken? 
What can be concluded about your personal situation and your way of working? 
When you draw conclusions you ought to consider the general applicability as well as your 
specific situation. Think about what your conclusions mean for you personally, for your 
immediate context and then more widely for others, too. 
 
Personal action plan: 
What are you going to do differently in this type of situation next time? What steps are you 
going to take on the basis of what you have learnt? 
In order for you to improve on your practice and learn from specific experiences you need 
to take this stage particularly seriously. Think about what you can do differently and how 
you will improve your practice. Complete a simple action plan with key pointers about what 
you will do and how you will decide that your practice has improved. 
  

Reference: 
Gibbs, G. (1988) Learning by Doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further 
Education Unit, Oxford Brookes University, Oxford. 
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Reflective model according to Rolfe et al. 
 

This reflective model is probably amongst the simplest ones, as it is based on three 
questions only. However, this does not mean that the reflections should remain superficial 
but should be as comprehensive as possible. 

What ? 
The first stage is a mere description of what happened and of the experience you would like 
to analyse and take forward for your own learning. 
So what? 
Once the description has been completed carefully you should ask yourself what the 
experience and situation means. To this end you will need to consult literature and 
colleagues if you are to get a comprehensive insight into the matter, as otherwise you will 
rely on your own interpretations only. 
Now what? 
At this last stage of Rolfe et al.’s model you are asked to consider the steps you will be 
taking in order to improve your practice and learn from the initial experience. You ought to 
complete a simple action plan with key pointers about what you will do and how you will 
decide that your practice has improved. 
  

Reference: 

Rolfe, G., Freshwater, D. and Jasper, M. (2001). Critical reflection in nursing and the helping 
professions: a user’s guide. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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Reflective model according to Kolb 

 
Kolb’s reflective model is referred to as “experiential learning”. The basis for this model is 
our own experience, which is then reviewed, analysed and evaluated systematically in three 
stages. Once this process has been undergone completely, the new experiences will form 
the starting point for another cycle. 
 
Concrete experience: 
You consciously and physically experience a situation, which makes you realise that you 
need to reflect systematically in order to learn something new or improve on your existing 
skill and practice. At this stage you will make a note of the specific situation and just 
describe what you see, how you feel and what you think. 

 
Reflective observation: 
Having written down the description of the experience, it is now time to reflect more deeply 
on what has happened in that situation. The questions you need to ask yourself are: what 
worked? what failed? why did the situation arise? why did others and I behave the way we 
did? 
 
Abstract conceptualisation: 
The guiding question for this stage leads on from the questions in the reflective observation 
stage: what could I have done better or differently? how can I improve? Initially, you try to 
find different ways for dealing with the situations and think up strategies for when you 
experience a similar situation again. Also, this is the stage where you should consult 
colleagues and literature in order to get a better understanding and further ideas. 
Active experimentation: 
This stage is now practising the newly acquired theoretical knowledge. You take your own 
reflections and thoughts about improvements as well as the theories back into your practice 
and try out the new strategies. Some of them will work, others won’t, so this is then 
automatically the basis for the new cycle. As the experiences within the active 
experimentation stage become the new “concrete experiences”. 
  

Kolb, D.A. (1984). Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and 
development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 
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