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What critical reflection isn’t

As well as knowing what critical reflection is, it’s also 

important to know what it is not. Critical reflection is not 

about being “critical” with your practice – it’s not about 

saying that what you have done is bad or wrong or finding 

fault with your practice as an educator. The “critical” in critical 

reflection is more about the importance of reflection to your 

practice. Critical reflection sometimes shows what you have 

been doing, and what you are doing well.

perspectives and into our own perspectives. It helps us really 

build our knowledge and skills as professionals. With this 

deeper knowledge, we can then make real improvements in 

what we do for children.

 

Critical reflection 

is about seeking to 

understand ‘how’ and 
‘why’ about everything 

we do as an educator or  
co-ordinator and 

everything that happens 
in our professional 

practice within  
Family Day Care.

Critical reflection 

requires educators 

and co-ordinators 

to look and think 

beyond what we 
already know.

Reflective practice is 
different than critical 
reflection
In Family Day Care, we reflect on what we do – on our 

programs and our practices. This helps us to learn from 

what worked and what didn’t and think carefully about how 

we work with children. This is reflective practice and is very 

important. 

Critical reflection takes this process a bit deeper. We examine 

the same things – our programs and our practices but we 

are doing it from a slightly different perspective. We ask 

many “how” and “why” questions. We ask these especially 

so we can look at the impact on equity and social justice of 

our professional practice. To undertake critical reflection, 

you have to examine your own belief systems and examine 

your practice against what we know from research and 

educational theories. 

Critical reflection is essentially a deeper form of reflective 

practice which enables educators to gain insight into other 

What is critical reflection?
Critical reflection is a skill that educators must learn as early 

childhood professionals. Showing that you engage in critical 

reflection shows the thought you put into your work as a 

Family Day Care educator or as a Family Day Care  

co-ordinator. 

But what actually is critical reflection? 
Our learning frameworks – the Early Years Learning 

Framework (EYLF) and the Framework for School Aged Care 

(My Time, Our Place) tell us that “Reflective practice is a form 

of ongoing learning that involves engaging with questions 

of philosophy, ethics and practice. Its intention is to gather 

information and gain insights that support, inform and 

enrich decision-making about children’s wellbeing and 

development. As professionals, educators examine what 

happens in their settings and reflect on what they might 

change.”

The Frameworks then go on to define critical reflection: 

“Critical reflection involves closely examining all aspects of 

events and experiences from different perspectives.” 
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◗◗ explore ideas for different ways that these activities, 

interactions, approaches and procedures could happen and 

different ways that they could think about them; and 

◗◗ identify some quality improvements and a plan for how to 

integrate these within the program and practice.”1

It is applied to each part of running a Family Day Care service 

and being a Family Day Care educator. It helps educators 

and services to work out what is working and what can be 

improved upon.

1 From Unpacking Critical Reflection: Dilly Bag of Tools for Team Leaders  

www.education.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/main-education/en/home/early-

childhood-education/operating-an-early-childhood-education-service0/

Unpacking-Critical-Reflection.PDF

One of the key 
things about 

critical reflection 

is that it isn’t 

something that 

can just be done 

once – it has 

to become an 

ongoing practice.

Critical reflection made 
simple
Critical reflection means learning from what we do every 

day in our practice. It means educators and co-ordinators 

regularly asking questions about what we did and what 

happened so that we can understand why things happened 

and then using this knowledge in the future. It is how we 

improve upon our work in Family Day Care and get better at 

helping children learn. 

Essentially, critical reflection is a form of learning for 

educators and co-ordinators that enables them to:

◗◗ “think about their practice and the provision of education 

and care of their service from different viewpoints; 

◗◗ gather information from different perspectives to develop a 

deeper understanding of their work;

◗◗ make conclusions about the strengths and opportunities 

for improvement of their practice and the care provided to 

children; 
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Critical reflection helps educators and co-ordinators:

◗◗ “develop greater self-awareness about the values and beliefs 

informing their practice and decision making;

◗◗ understand the ethical nature of their work;

◗◗ examine the theories underpinning practice;

Why is it important?
Critical reflection is important for Family Day Care educators 

and co-ordinators, because:

◗◗ it is required by the learning frameworks;

◗◗ it is required by the National Quality Standard;

◗◗ it helps services and educators be better!

Critical reflection is one 

of the main elements of 

the NQS that Family Day 
Care services in NSW do 
not meet. Around 73% of 

services rated as ‘Working 
Towards’ don’t meet the 

critical reflection element – 

1.3.2 – of the NQS.

The main thing is that 

undertaking critical 

reflection makes an 

educator, a better 

educator, and makes a 

FDC service, a better 
service for children  

and families.

◗◗ engage in a continuous cycle of inquiry and improvement;

◗◗ challenge taken for granted practices; and

◗◗ identify and take action about gaps in their 

professional knowledge.”2

2 From thespoke.earlychildhoodaustralia.org.au/reflective-practice-making-

commitment-ongoing-learning
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out how and why things happen. His work encourages 

people to continue this thinking as a way of improving one’s 

professional practice.

Competent  
practitioners usually  
know more than they  
can say. They exhibit  

a kind of knowing- 
in-practice, most of  

which is tacit.3 

3 Donald A. Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action.

Element 1.3.2 – Critical 
reflection on children’s 

learning and development, 
both as individuals 

and in groups, drives 
program planning and 

implementation. 

Where does the term 
“critical reflection” come 
from?
Understanding where the term “critical reflection” comes 

from might make the concept easier to understand. 

Donald Schön, an American social scientist, 

developed the term “reflective practice” when he examined 

how different professions really go about solving problems 

in their professional work. The best professionals, he 

maintained, knew more than what they could put into words. 

He proposed that professionals improvised on what they 

learned in their study in their practice. 

Schön developed the concepts of:

◗◗ “reflection-in-action” (thinking on your feet); and 

◗◗ “reflection-on-action” (thinking  after  the  event). 

Schön argued that professionals (like educators) 

face unique situations in their work and that they 

use their previous experiences to help them work 

Types of critical 
reflection in Family Day 
Care
There are two key areas that involve critical reflection in 

Family Day Care:

1. critical reflection on children’s learning; and

2. critical reflection what we do in general.

The first of these, critical reflection on children’s learning, 

is required because it is an element of Quality Area 1: 

Educational program and practice of the National Quality 

Standard. 

Critical reflection on all parts of what we do (not just 

educational program and practice) is important because it is 

one of the three themes that is needed to be demonstrated to 

be able to exceed the NQS for any standard:

“To achieve a rating of Exceeding NQS for any Standard, 

the Exceeding themes need to be demonstrated in service 

practice for that Standard: 

1. Practice is embedded in service operations 

2. Practice is informed by critical reflection 

3. Practice is shaped by meaningful engagement with families 

and/or the community”

So we need to ensure that critical reflection on children’s 

learning drives our programming and planning but we also 

need to work towards making sure all other parts of our 

practice are informed by critical reflection. 
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Overarching questions to guide reflection include: 

◗◗ What are my understandings of each child? 

◗◗ What theories, philosophies and understandings shape and 

assist my work? 

◗◗ Who is advantaged when I work in this way? Who is 

disadvantaged? 

◗◗ What questions do I have about my work? What am I 

challenged by? What am I curious about? What am I 

confronted by? 

◗◗ What aspects of my work are not helped by the theories and 

guidance that I usually draw on to make sense of what I do? 

◗◗ Are there other theories or knowledge that could help me 

to better understand what I have observed or experienced? 

What are they? How might those theories and that 

knowledge affect my practice?”

The frameworks tell us that “a lively culture of professional 

inquiry” is established when educators and those with whom 

they work are all involved examining current practices and 

outcomes reviewed and generate new ideas.

 

The learning frameworks 
and critical reflection
The glossary of the Early Years Learning Framework defines 

critical reflection as “reflective practices that focus on 

implications for equity and social justice.” 

The Frameworks tell us that:

“Reflective practice is a form of ongoing learning that involves 

engaging with questions of philosophy, ethics and practice. 

Its intention is to gather information and gain insights that 

support, inform and enrich decision-making about children’s 

learning. As professionals, early childhood educators examine 

what happens in their settings and reflect on what they 

might change. Critical reflection involves closely examining 

all aspects of events and experiences from different 

perspectives.

Educators often frame their reflective practice within a set of 

overarching questions, developing more specific questions 

for particular areas of enquiry. 
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The NQS and 
critical reflection
As we said earlier in this booklet:

◗◗ Element 1.3.2 of the NQS is “Critical reflection on children’s 

learning and development, both as individuals and in 

groups, drives program planning and implementation.”

◗◗ In addition to achieve a rating of Exceeding NQS for any 

Standard, the Exceeding themes (one of which is that 

 At the Exceeding level for any Standard, members of the 

service team engage in ongoing critical reflection on their 

practice, as appropriate for their role and responsibilities 

within the service. 

Individually and as a team they: 

◗◗ ask why and how questions of themselves and each other, 

such as: 

◗‒ Why do we do that? 

◗‒ Why do we do it in this way? 

◗‒ How does this practice contribute to improved outcomes 

for all children and families? 

◗‒ Does this practice advantage some children and families 

and disadvantage others? 

◗‒ Does this practice include any stereotyping, bias 

or inequity? 

◗‒ Does this practice need to change? 

◗‒ How can we improve this practice? 

◗◗ consider the theoretical perspectives underpinning their 

actions and decision-making 

◗◗ seek different views and opinions and are open to exploring 

possibilities that they may not have previously considered 

◗◗ draw on various sources of knowledge and research 

evidence, and evaluate these sources for their credibility and 

relevance as well as their ‘fit’ to the context of the service 

◗◗ consider the rationale behind new ideas and practices to 

assess if they align with the approved learning framework 

and the philosophy of the service.” 

When an educator or co-ordinator engages in critical 

reflection, it helps us to make decisions backed by research 

and theory, to change and improve our practice after careful 

consideration and to be better equipped to face complex 

situations and challenges in our practice. 

Critical reflection also gives us the knowledge to explain why 

we do something – to children, families, assessment and 

ratings officers, your colleagues and your community. 

Engaging in continuous reflection makes us more thoughtful 

about our practices and eager to learn new ones. It helps us 

continuously improve our practice for children and families. 

practice is informed by critical reflection) need to be 

demonstrated in service practice for that Standard.

The Guide to the NQS describes the Critical Reflection 

Exceeding Theme as follows:

“Critical reflection means continually thinking about, 

questioning, analysing and re-evaluating practice to identify 

where further improvements could be made for educators, 

children and families.

Critical reflection may: 

◗◗ involve robust debate; 

◗◗ reference theorists, or current research or information from 

outside the service; 

◗◗ incorporate social justice considerations; 

◗◗ hypothesise, test and evaluate different approaches to doing 

things; 

◗◗ aid the service in responding to complex situations, 

challenges and expectations; 

◗◗ involve more than repetition of events that occurred, 

identifies underlying concepts of significance.
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So how do we do it? To critically reflect on our practice, we need to:

◗◗ think deeply about a practice/situation/event from our 

professional life as an educator or coordinator;

◗◗ think about the assumptions and belief systems that sit 

under what we think and how we act;

◗◗ use alternative viewpoints from theories and research to 

examine those assumptions and beliefs to interrogate how 

we behaved/what decisions we made; and

◗◗ decide if, with this new knowledge, we need to change what 

we are doing, now or in the future. 

We need to examine what we believe and our biases, test 

these out with other people, read and reflect on research 

and theories, use the reflective questions from the EYLF (see 

page 11) and talk to colleagues and FDC co-ordinators. 

All of us bring to Family Day Care different views about how 

the world works. Critical practice allows us to examine these 

and get other input that may require us to change these 

underlying assumptions. 

Remember to ask the “how” and “why” questions. 
4 Donna Morley, director of KU Lance Children’s Centre in  

wehearyou.acecqa.gov.au/2019/03/20/understanding-critical-reflection

Critical reflection 

involves higher 
order thinking, 

drilling down and 
using multiple 

perspectives and 
creative thinking.4 

To critically reflect, we must make time to do it. We must 

be committed to critique our practice in terms of what we 

think about children and children’s learning and in terms of 

social justice. It involves thinking deeply about who we are 

and what we do and how we can do it better. Think of critical 

reflection as an unique form of professional development. 
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There is no one right way of doing critical reflection but the 

following list may offer you some ideas of where to do it: 

◗◗ daily diaries;

◗◗ reflective journals or notebooks;

◗◗ meetings with other educators or co-ordinators;

◗◗ meetings with your co-ordinator (if you are an educator) or 

your managers (if you are a co-ordinator);

◗◗ with children;

◗◗ with families;

◗◗ with a mentor or coach;

◗◗ by yourself – ask yourself the hard questions!

When do we do it?
A great deal of what educators and co-ordinators do on a day-

to-day, minute-by-minute basis depends on what the researcher 

who invented the term ‘critical reflection’, Schön calls ‘tacit 

knowing-in-action’. Much of what an educator does draws on our 

personal and professional knowledge and experience built up 

over years working as an educator. 

A great educator doesn’t have to critically reflect on when a child 

is about to have a meltdown – they just know instinctively from 

their knowledge of that child and from their knowledge and 

experience of working with other children over the years. They 

can often step in and stop the meltdown before it happens. They 

may have to critically reflect afterwards about why the child 

had a meltdown at that time and why they acted the way they. 

Schön described two key times for reflective practice:

◗◗ “reflection-in-action” (thinking on your feet); and 

◗◗ “reflection-on-action” (thinking after the event).

Think of reflection in action as the questioning you do in your 

mind while something is happening. 

Julia has been an educator for almost 30 years. 
She hears a disagreement starting between two 
of the children she cares for, Aimee and Ji-hoon. 
They are fighting over a truck they both want 
to use in the sandpit. Julia removes the truck 
but as she does so, she almost hovers over the 
scene, questions why she is removing the truck 
– is it because it is easier for her if neither have 
it, should she have supported Aimee’s right to 
have it as a girl playing with a toy more usually 
associated with the boys? Was Ji-hoon claiming 
it for this reason? How else could she have 
resolved this disagreement?

         REFLECTIONS

“Through reflection Family 

Day Care educators are more 

likely to consider the quality 

of their program, actions 

and interactions therefore 

becoming more open to 

different ways of thinking 

and doing. Regular reflection 

supports educator’s personal 

and professional growth.” 

– Nicky Spalding, 2016

FAMILY DAY CARE

DAILY
What did each 
child in my care 
learn today?

DAILYHow did the children direct their own play and 
learning today?

DAILYWhat was my role as an intentional teacher today?

WEEKLY
What did I observe in the children’s play that I didn’t expect? 

WEEKLY
What have the 
children taught me this week?

WEEKLY
What areas of my program could 
change to better 
support children’s play, learning and development? 

WEEKLY

Where can I extend 

on the children’s 

interests and skills?

WEEKLY
What have I learnt about the children from conversations I have had with their families during the week? 

MONTHLY
How do my FDC 
environments 
support each child to be involved in the program?

MONTHLY

How would I 

describe my 

relationship with 

each family in my 

service?

MONTHLY
What do I know about celebrations that are important to my FDC families?

MONTHLYWhat could I learn about in the next 6 months that would add to the quality of the service I provide?

MONTHLY

How do the 

observations I make 

and the photos I 

take support me to 

better understand 

the learning and 

development of each 

child in my care?

MONTHLY

What is my greatest 

challenge to providing 

a quality program as 

a Family Day Care 

educator and what can 

I do about it?

DAILY

What were the 

activities that 

the children most 

enjoyed today?

DAILY

How have I used the 

Learning Outcomes 

(EYLF) to plan 

for the children’s 

learning, interests or 

development?
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Think of reflection on action as the more in depth reflection 

you can undertake after an event.

Julia’s service had encouraged each of its 
educators to pair with three other educators and 
to meet with them monthly to undertake critical 
reflection. Each educator bought two scenarios 
from their practice to discuss. Julia took the 
truck in the sandpit incident and the educators 
discussed it as a group. They also explored what 
theories of anti-bias education would say about 
what happened and Julia’s response. 

Critical reflection can 

never be a one off thing – it 
needs to be a continuous 

process whereby one 
examines one’s practice, 
change it if needed, and 

reflect again. 

Social justice and critical 
reflection
Remember the definition of critical reflection from the 

learning frameworks? Critical reflection: reflective practices 

that focus on implications for equity and social justice. 

Critical reflection in Family Day Care is, at its core, reflection 

about power and its expression within Family Day Care 

settings, and social justice is about the relationships between 

that power. Imbalances of power arise between educators 

and children, and educators and families, and educators and 

service co-ordinators because of differences in age, social 

class, gender, race, sexuality, ability and positional power. 

When educators think about the power differences between 

themselves and the children we educate and care for, we can 

empower children more – to express their ideas, thoughts 

and wants. This only becomes possible if educators ask the 

questions of how and why about every element of our practice.

These are 

complex 
topics. Critical 

reflection is 

complex. 
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When Family Day Care co-ordinators ask questions about 

our practice with educators, and question why we believe 

what we believe, and why we do what we do in relation to the 

educators working within our service, we can create a service 

where educators are more empowered. 

Critical reflection is deeply linked with social justice. And high 

quality services have educators and service staff that engage 

in this type of reflection. 

Think again about some of the overarching questions the 

learning frameworks ask you to use in your critical reflection:

◗◗ Who is advantaged when I work in this way? Who is 

disadvantaged? 

◗◗ What questions do I have about my work? What am I 

challenged by? What am I curious about? What am I 

confronted by? 

◗◗ What aspects of my work are not helped by the theories and 

guidance that I usually draw on to make sense of what I do? 

These questions are requiring you to examine power 

differentials and unconscious biases. These are issues deeply 

connected with social justice and equity.

Critical reflection  

requires educators to look 

and think beyond what 
they already know. It is a 

skill that has to be learned 

and a skill that needs to 

be practiced to improve 
on. This is achievable 

and valuable and 
drives increased quality 

practices for educators 
and children.

This booklet is part of the PD In Your Pocket 
professional development program.

This program is being conducted over nine months during 2021. 

This topic – Critical Reflection in FDC: improving what we do as educators 

and FDC co-ordinators – has an accompanying webinar and video which can be 

viewed as videos or listened to as podcasts as well as further reading lists. 

There is also a Facebook Group where you can discuss critical reflection with other 

Family Day Care educators in NSW. 

For more information about PD In Your Pocket, go to: 

www.nswfdc.org.au/pdinyourpocket

This program has been funded through the NSW Department of Education’s Sector 

Development Program and produced by the NSW Family Day Care Association.
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“We do not learn from 

experience… we learn from 
reflecting on experience.”

John Dewey

NSW Family Day Care Association

Email:  info@nswfdc.org.au

Ph:  (02) 9779 9999

Web:  www.nswfdc.org.au 
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