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Abstract 

 
The thesis presents a critical examination of the policy context, understanding 

and use of the concept of critical reflection as an organisational and 

professional practice – focussing on practitioner supervision in two English 

local authority children and families social work teams. Critical reflection is 

analysed through an exploration of the history, theoretical approaches and 

current debates by policymakers, practitioners, managers, and academics.  

Recognition of the varied meanings given to critical reflection led to a 

constructivist approach using a single case study design. Data was collected 

using documentary analysis, interviews with managers, professional 

development staff, supervisors, practitioners and observation of supervision. 

 

The study highlighted that critical reflection was one element recommended 

by Munro (2011:39) to enable ‘a system that values expertise’ in social work. 

The tension between accountability and professional requirements 

encapsulated in the bureau-professional nature of social work underpinned 

the reality of critical reflection in supervision. A complex picture of similarity 

and difference emerged although all participants identified a common view of 

the process of undertaking critical reflection that was also reflected in policy. 

This common view was extended by supervisors and professional 

development staff who used an eclectic approach made up of a complex mix 

of values, theory, policy and practice experience. Supervision appeared to be 

a relationship that was socially constructed and situated, requiring discretion 

in how policy was enacted. However, there was predominant agreement on 

what critical reflection looked like in practice between practitioners and their 

supervisors. The study highlighted that critical reflection was a fluid, dialogic  

and embodied process where practitioners used professional judgement and 

discretion to critically reflect, within and beyond prescribed organisational 

frameworks. These findings illuminate the value of a research methodology 

that recognises the unpredictability and complexity of supervision, the 

importance of the professional and organisational context and engaging with 

supervisor and practitioner perspectives.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

My interest in undertaking this study came about because of my involvement 

in adult learning and the use of reflection for the past 30 years as a facilitator 

of learning in various ways – as a practice teacher, supervisor, practice 

teacher development worker, freelance trainer, coach, and academic teaching 

post-qualifying social work and interprofessional practice education 

programmes.  

 

All these roles involved teaching reflection and facilitating experiential 

learning. I was also expected to 'reflect' on my work in various ways in my 20 

years of practice as a local authority children and families social worker and 

then as a children’s guardian and as I undertook post-qualifying programmes, 

including the professional doctorate.  

 

This chapter will provide the background, focus and value of the research 

study and signpost the structure of the thesis. 

 

In social work in the UK, the use of reflective models for experiential learning 

emerged in the early 1990s as an antidote to the ‘intellectual reductionism’ 

brought about by the introduction of a competency framework of assessment 

(Gould and Taylor, 1996:4). Academics and practice educators began using 

approaches such as Kolb’s reflective cycle (1984) as educational learning 

tools to explore the complexity of day-to-day practice in uncertain and 

divergent situations (Shardlow and Doel, 1996; Thompson et al., 1994; Gould 

and Taylor, 1996).  

 

Since the early 1990s, there has been a continued introduction of different 

models of reflection to social work. The approaches can draw on a range of 

theoretical frameworks such as critical theory, systemic or psychosocial 

approaches whereas others offer little reference to theoretical underpinnings. 

Some models have cycles of reflection, some models offer a staged 

approach, and others do not define models but offer a conceptual approach. 
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In England in 2009, the Social Work Taskforce (DCSF, 2009), the Social Work 

Reform Board (DoE, 2010) and The Munro Review of Child Protection 

(Munro, 2011) focussed on the use of reflection in supervision as a policy and 

practice objective. For example, supervision of practitioner’s professional work 

in local authorities became a requirement in the Local Government 

Association guidelines for social work employers (LGA, 2014) and the Office 

for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted). Reflection 

by practitioners in supervision became a professional requirement outlined in 

the Standards of Proficiency (SOPs) for registration with the Health and Care 

Professions Council (HCPC, 2012) now Social Work England (2019) and by 

the British Association of Social Work (BASW, 2011). The Professional 

Capabilities Framework (PCF) (BASW, 2012; 2018) also required reflective 

supervision was undertaken and provided by registered social workers in 

more senior positions. 

 

 

What is Critical Reflection? 
 

The expectation on social workers to reflect in their practice was strong, but 

there seemed few or no agreed ideas of what critical reflection was in 

practice. I became aware that in the literature, policy and professional 

documents and in discussion with practitioners, managers and academics, 

many terms such as reflection, critical reflection and reflective practice were 

referred to interchangeably, without explicit definitions or epistemological 

context and there appeared to be 'no common understanding' (D’Cruz et al., 

2007:85;) of the terms used (Brown et al., 2005; Brookfield, 2009; HCPC, 

2012; Ofsted, 2012a; Thompson and Pascal, 2012; Ryding et al., 2018).  

 

White et al. (2006:11) argued that different definitions of reflection, reflective 

practice and critical reflection in social work were dependent on the focus of 

experiential learning, which may be 'cognitive, emotional, meaning, social, 

cultural or political' and involve an examination of assumptions and their 
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origins with an evaluation for new learning for practice. These varied 

understandings of critical reflection are illustrated by a number of textbooks on 

reflection, offering a range of models and activities to provoke reflection - 

Thompson and Thompson (2008; 2018), Bruce (2013), Ingram et al. (2014), 

Knott and Scragg (2016), Stone and Harbin (2016), and Sicora (2017).  

 

Alternatively, if social work pinned down these terms to prescribe one 

definition and one model, I was aware from my experience the potential for 

forced reflection to become regimented, reinforcing a technical rational 

approach that can become meaningless for learners. Indeed, some years 

before, Gould and Taylor (1996:2) warned of the dangers of 'reflective 

learning becoming little more than a slogan'. Since then Taylor and White 

(2000:34) identified that reflective practice had become a ‘buzzword’ and 

Thompson and Pascal (2012:315) argued this could lead to ‘oversimplified 

practices’. 

 

As well as a range of definitions in the literature and professional 

requirements, the impact of organisational culture played a role. Within 

organisations, a practice such as critical reflection is one element of 

organisational culture, which has 'evolved over time under the influence of an 

organisation’s history, people, interests and actions’ (Kostova, 1999:309). 

 

The reforms and reports (DoE, 2010; Munro, 2011; Croisdale Appleby, 2014; 

Narey, 2014) emphasised the shifting relationships and role expectations 

between the social work profession, the local authority, and the state and 

highlighted the continuing nature of local authority social workers as bureau-

professionals (Parry and Parry, 1979). Fournier (1999:286), writing about the 

disputed notion of professionalism as a form of occupational control, argued 

that the legitimacy of a profession is dependent on the 'cultural forces and 

discourses with which they are implicated' and as a result, professions need 

to continually renegotiate their role and prove competence for continued 

external approval.  
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Additionally, there was often an assumption that critical reflection was 'a good 

thing' (Ruch, 2007:662) and served to improve practice and outcomes for 

service users. However, this view was not universal. For example, Ixer (1999; 

2010), questioned the evidence for this assumption and challenged social 

work to define, recognise and measure reflection. A systematic review by 

Carpenter et al. (2013) identified the limited international research evidence 

on supervision, with little research on the nature of reflection in supervision 

and few links between supervision and outcomes for families, although more 

research was undertaken recently in the England in both areas (Wilkins, 2017; 

Bostock et al., 2019a; Centre for What Works for Children’s Social Care, 

2020; Ferguson et al., 2020). 

 

Furthermore, the idea of ‘critical’ reflection was contested. Williams (2014) 

argued that certain keywords used to represent the modern day were 

constructed through historical, cultural, social and dominant professional 

interpretations, which may vary over time. For example, the word 'criticism' 

was derived from 'critic' and 'critical'. Fook et al. (2016:90) undertook a 

literature review across a range of disciplines of studies that evaluated the 

‘outcomes of critical reflection’ by examining ‘learning, teaching or practice 

programmes’ and found differing interpretations of critical reflection, some 

with reference to critical theory and some without. Gray and Webb (2013) also 

pointed out varied interpretations of the use of 'critical' in social work. They 

suggested that critical with a capital 'C’ included recognition of critical theory, 

the impact of political and social structures and use of power in social work to 

challenge and change current systems. However, critical with a small 'c' 

attended to 'developing best practice agendas' within the current social and 

organisational structures and social work values (Gray and Webb, 2013:100). 

Karvinen-Niinikoski (2009:345) in Finland similarly identified two approaches 

to critical reflection: 'critical', which draws on critical theory and social justice 

to effect social and individual change; and 'pragmatist', which recognises the 

impact of power and a drive for emancipation with a focus on improving 

practice. Different understandings across the academy and practice divide 

can also lead to misunderstanding. For instance, when Fook and Askeland 

(2007:48) in Australia and Skills for Care (2014:19) in England evaluated their 
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courses on critical reflection, the researchers found the practitioners did not 

use the same language as them, seeing critical reflection as helping with 

complex thinking over ‘specific uses’ and decision-making rather than 

complex ethical issues of ‘social work and society’. Watts (2019) also found a 

different emphasis on terms in Australia where students and practitioners 

used the terms ‘reflection’ and ‘reflective practice’ and educators applied 

critical theory to the terms ‘critical reflection’ and ‘reflexivity’. In the UK, Taylor 

(2014) found that practitioners’ description of reflective supervision had a 

technical and practical focus which did not match the researchers’ definition of 

the higher level of ‘process’ or ‘critical reflection’ that included complexity and 

a relationship-based approach as described by Ruch (2002:205; 2004; 2007).  

 

To summarise personal, professional, academic, international, governmental 

and organisational discourses could encourage or privilege some 

interpretations of critical reflection over others. There seemed to be a level of 

discretion to the understanding and use of critical reflection, reflection, 

reflective practice and reflective supervision. Paradoxically, Evans and Harris 

(2004) found that ‘rules’ in organisations can create discretion and this raised 

questions for this study about how critical reflection was understood and 

practiced on the ground — we cannot simply expect that the way critical 

reflection is practiced will reflect what the ‘espoused beliefs and values’ 

expressed in policy or theory say (Schein, 2017:6).  

 

The proliferation of reforms in social work professional regulation and 

organisational expectations seemed to have changed the emphasis on 

reflection in professional, policy and practice discourses and made me stop 

and consider whether we are all talking about the same thing. Have the 

concepts of reflection, critical reflection, reflective practice and reflective 

supervision become taken for granted terms in social work, where everyone 

assumes a shared understanding that requires no further interpretation or 

discussion? How do practitioners and supervisors apply critical reflection in 

practice in the shifting expectations of the profession? What is the use of 

critical reflection? 

 



	 12	

Researching Critical Reflection  
 

To investigate these questions, I identified a focus for a research project to 

explore critical reflection as an organisational and professional practice in 

supervision: a study in two local authority children and families social work 

teams.  

 

The questions in this study were: 

1. What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision? 

2. How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

3. How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 

Given my central concern with how critical reflection is understood and 

practiced, the research sought to focus on the practice of critical reflection as 

socially constructed. The study explored how policy, organisational, 

professional and individual discourses intersected on the expectations that 

social workers critically reflect - supervision was the chosen focus because 

this is one place where these discourses explicitly coincide and is a place for 

accountable decision-making within the organisation. I decided to focus on the 

term 'critical reflection’ in order to explore understandings in practice of the 

term ‘critical’ — given the disputed nature of the idea (see above) — when 

used with reflection.  

 

Locating the understanding of critical reflection in social work in a network of 

ideas, organisational rules and professional practice, I adopted a single case 

study design (Yin, 2014) — studying critical reflection as an aspect of 

supervision in two different children and families teams, in one local authority. 

In order to see how critical reflection was understood throughout the hierarchy 

I collected qualitative data through a documentary analysis of local policies, 

interviews with senior and middle managers and professional development 

staff. To explore supervisors and practitioners understanding and use of 

critical reflection in supervision I undertook interviews, observed supervision 

sessions and completed a documentary analysis of supervision records.  
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Due to the small-scale nature of the study, I was aware that I needed to 

narrow down my approach in order to gain in-depth data on the understanding 

and use of critical reflection from an organisational, practitioner and 

supervisor perspective. I chose to focus on supervision as a key 

organisational and professional practice. This meant it was not possible to 

research the direct impact of critical reflection on outcomes for children and 

their families or critical reflection in other forms such as reflective groups 

within the organisation. 

 
 

Outline of the thesis 
 

This thesis consists of seven chapters. This chapter has introduced the 

background and presented the focus and contribution of the study. 

 

In Chapters 2 and 3, the policy context and literature review provides a 

resource to help me answer the research questions by exploring the 

knowledge base for critical reflection in government and professional policy, 

theoretical approaches used in social work, and the practice of critical 

reflection in supervision. 

 

Chapter 4 outlines the research design used to answer the research 

questions. I outline why I chose a constructivist approach and a case study 

methodology to answer the research questions. I discuss methods for data 

collection and analysis, my approach to methodological reflexivity, ethical 

considerations and approval, and how I negotiated access to the research 

site. 

 

Chapter 5 provides the context and findings from the study. The chapter 

begins by introducing the local authority context for the case study and then, 

in answer to the research questions, identifies three broad categories of data - 

the organisational policy context for critical reflection in supervision, how 



	 14	

critical reflection is understood in social work, and how critical reflection is 

used in the supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor.  

 

Chapter 6 provides a discussion of the strengths and limitations of the study 

and the findings outlined in chapter 5 with reference to the research questions 

and the policy context and literature outlined in chapters 2 and 3. The chapter 

follows the categories identified in the findings chapter in order to answer the 

research questions.  

 

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by revisiting the research questions, 

summarising the findings in answer to the research questions, identifying the 

contribution to the research evidence and current debates with a discussion of 

the limitations of the study. Then the implications from the study for future 

research and implications for practice are discussed. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This introduction has outlined the background, focus and value of the 

research study and signposted the structure of the thesis. The title of the 

study, Critical reflection as an organisational and professional practice in 

supervision: A study in two local authority children and families social work 

teams,  provides a structure to consider the research questions: 

 

1. What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision? 

2. How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

3. How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 

The next chapter will explore the historical and current policy context to find 

out how critical reflection in supervision is understood and used in 

government and professional policy to assist in further refining and focussing 

the research questions.   

  



	 15	

Chapter 2: The Policy Context for Critical Reflection in 
Supervision 
 

 

Introduction  
 
Chapter 1 outlined the purpose of the study, structure of the thesis, my 

interest in critical reflection and how the study emerged from questions about 

the understanding of critical reflection in policy, practice and the literature. 

This chapter draws on the academic and professional literature to address the 

research question what is the policy context for critical reflection in 

supervision? First I will discuss the historical context, then review the current 

regulatory frameworks for social work. 

 

 

Historical context 
 

Reflection has been a continuing policy expectation of social work education 

since the 1990s (Gould and Taylor, 1996; Gould and Baldwin, 2004) and was 

identified within the Rules and Requirements for the Diploma in Social Work 

(CCETSW, 1996) and the National Occupational Standards for Social Work 

(TOPPS, 2002:17). The term stemmed from Schön’s (1983) seminal work on 

the professional as ‘reflective practitioner’. Gould and Taylor (1996:4) argued 

that reflective learning offered the profession an antidote to the ‘intellectual 

reductionism’ of the competency approach to social work, introduced in the 

early 1990s amidst the demand for greater accountability of public servants.   

 

In social work, the need for reflection or regular supervision of practice has 

been highlighted in child death inquiries spanning the last 40 years. For 

example, the Maria Colwell inquiry in 1974 (Butler and Drakeford, 2012) 

called for reflective time to assess risk and make decisions while the report 

into the death of Kimberley Carlile in 1986 (Blom-Cooper, 1987:194) 

recommended the use of supervision policies to ensure ‘scheduled and 

systematic’ ‘managerial and professional supervision’ for all local authorities. 
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Subsequently the inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié recommended 

auditing and recording of supervision to ensure policy compliance with an 

expectation that supervision should ‘challenge assumptions and judgements' 

and agree on plans of action (Laming, 2003: 210). Both of these later serious 

case reviews took place during a time when local authority social work shifted 

towards prescription through top-down management and an increased 

reliance on policies and procedures (Butler and Drakeford, 2012).  

 

In the early 1990s, the government brought a New Public Management (NPM) 

approach to local authority social work. To ensure this policy was reflected in 

practice, four ‘instruments’ – legislation, funding, service design and 

‘management activities’ – were used by government (Levin, 1997:20) to 

implement NPM bringing the marketisation of services, performance 

management, control of budgets and resources, and increased use of 

technology (Bamford, 2015). With NPM came reservations that such 

managerialist approaches would overrule the use of professional expertise 

and discretion that remained post-Seebohm despite the formation of social 

services bureaucracies (Howe, 1994; Pithouse, 1998; Harris, 1998). Social 

work, like other professions, was dependent on these changing ‘cultural 

forces and discourses’ to maintain trust, legitimacy and approval and so the 

role had to be continually renegotiated to prove competence (Fournier, 

1999:286; Freidson, 2001). Since the establishment of social services 

departments in 1970 and the subsequent requirement to become a registered 

professional in 2005, social work has blended professionalism with the 

rational but ‘humanized bureaucratic structure’ of state organisations in what 

Parry and Parry (1979:43) call ‘bureau-professionalism’ — a ‘hybrid’ role 

‘manifesting something of the strains and complexities which such a mixture 

involves’. More recently, Noordegraaf (2007), in the Netherlands, continued to 

identify social work as a hybrid profession due to the complexity, uncertainty 

and possible conflict of values between organisation and profession.  

 

The profile of reflection and reflective supervision in children and families 

social work was significantly raised and propelled into policy and practice 

during the generic reform of social work that followed the death of Peter 
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Connolly in 2007. The profession was once again subject to public scrutiny. 

The government required improvements in local authority social work practice 

and as a consequence set up the Social Work Taskforce for England (DCSF, 

2009) later to become the Social Work Reform Board (DoE, 2010). The use of 

reflection and reflective supervision was introduced, as advocated by Gould 

and Taylor (1996) ten years previously, as a key element to improving 

practice by moving away from prescription and procedures to engagement in 

more autonomous professional practice allowing the use of discretion in work 

with service users. 

 

Surveys undertaken by the SWTF (DCSF, 2009:1) had indicated that too 

many social workers did not receive 'high-quality reflective supervision'. There 

was a backdrop of significant difficulties in recruitment and retention, an 

estimate that social workers in the England, on average, remained in the 

profession for 8 years, no effective management of high caseloads, and 

reduced confidence among practitioners (DCSF, 2009; Curtis et al., 2010). 

The SWTF recognised that a ‘mechanistic approach' to practice had 

developed, relying on rules and procedures, and leading to difficulty in critical 

thinking or creative approaches by practitioners (DCSF, 2009:32). There was 

concern that the performance management regimes stemming from NPM may 

be prioritised over quality services. For example, two independent research 

studies recognised the top down policy approach to reform was led by 

‘technological determinism’ (Peckover et al., 2009:145). The technology for 

the Common Assessment framework (CAF) attempted to curtail discretion 

and ‘standardize professional activity’ across child welfare (White et al., 

2009:1213) and the integrated children’s system (ICS) dominated an 

inadequate ‘bureaucratic-instrumental approach’ to social work practice 

because ICS requirements meant ‘short cuts’ in recording of data and 

timescales became the focus of the work (Broadhurst et al., 2010:365; White 

et al., 2010; Pithouse et al., 2012:165). However, despite the constraints of 

NPM, front line managers and social workers still used reduced professional 

discretion to ‘subvert technology’ and use ‘work arounds’ to engage in ‘non or 

partial compliance with its procedural rules, in order to solve work problems 

caused by the same rules’ and focus on working with children and their 
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families (Pithouse et al., 2012:173). This mirrored research findings in adult 

services in England of the continued use of professional discretion, with 

managers and social workers operating a discursive approach to interpret the 

rules, reflecting their view of professional social work (Evans, 2010; 2011; 

2013; 2016). But Broadhurst et al. (2010:365,366) also found in their study of 

the ICS in children’s services that discretion can become rigid and ‘defensive 

rather than innovative’, for example deflecting work to others and undertaking 

only a ‘superficial analysis’ or using the system for the workers own interests 

and following rules ‘without genuine commitment’ (Wastell et al., 2010:310). 

These examples suggested that to truly understand the organisational context 

for implementing critical reflection in supervision, there is a need to recognise 

a ‘top down’ instructional approach to formal polices and procedures as well 

as ‘bottom up’ approaches that recognise that policy is complex and 

interpreted by policy actors in everyday practice (Evans and Hardy, 

2010:105,107). Barrett and Fudge (1981:4) and Barrett and Hill (1984:220) 

argue that implementation is ‘a policy-action relationship’ that is ‘a process of 

interaction and negotiation over time between those seeking to put policy into 

effect and those upon whom action depends’ and can be influenced by factors 

such as professional and organisational attitudes and values. The temporal 

and discretionary ‘daily negotiative process’ of implementation referred to 

here is identified by Strauss et al. (1963:166; 1964) as the concept of 

‘negotiated order’ made up of local ‘agreements, understandings, pacts, 

contracts’ between members of an organisation found in a study of psychiatric 

hospitals in the USA, although Barnett and Fudge (1981:263) argue that 

freedom to negotiate may be limited by ‘wider contextual impingements’ 

enforced by those with structural power in society.  

 

In order to support the profession and change the organisational context, 

there were a number of recommendations by the SWTF (DCSF, 2009), later 

developed by the SWRB (DoE, 2010). The recommendations that pertained to 

critical reflection in supervision were the launch of the new Professional 

Capabilities Framework for Social Work (PCF), (BASW, 2012) with a specific 

domain for ‘critical reflection and analysis’, professional registration was 

transferred to the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) with reflection 
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introduced into the Standards of Proficiency (SOPS) (HCPC, 2012), and the 

introduction by the Local Government Association of employer standards 

regulating the frequency of supervision and requiring ‘students and qualified 

practitioners to reflect critically on their practice’  (LGA, 2012; 2014:12).  

 

In 2010, the newly formed coalition government appointed Professor Eileen 

Munro to review child protection in England. The review took place between 

2010 and 2011 and built on the recommendations from the SWTF (DCSF, 

2009) and SWRB (DoE, 2010). Munro (2011:11), like the SWRB, emphasised 

the negative impact of a top-down NPM approach on the social work 

profession, with extensive use of procedures, targets and performance 

indicators, and ‘concluded that the high levels of prescription have also 

hampered the profession’s ability to take responsibility for developing its own 

knowledge and skills’.  

 

Munro (2011:6) argued that local authorities had become defensive 

organisations that relied on a proceduralised approach of ‘doing things right’ 

rather than developing expertise and doing the ‘right thing'. Defensive ‘fear-

based practice' may be deliberate or less conscious, but it is risk-averse, 

works to avoid blame and protects the organisation and workers from anxiety 

and threat (Harris, 1987; Whittaker and Havard, 2016:1166).  
 

Munro (2010:15), found that prescription ‘was squeezing out professional 

discretion’ and like Evetts (2013:786), this approach hampered the 

profession’s ability to focus on a ‘service ethic’. She recommended a move 

away from local authorities using a bureaucratic, technical approach, to 

developing an organisational learning culture that allowed more flexibility in 

practice to respond to the needs of children and their families, improved social 

work expertise and autonomy in judgements and decision-making, and 

strengthened the profession with the appointment of a chief social worker. 

Munro (2011:87) supported the introduction of the PCF and the domain for 

‘critical reflection and analysis’. She argued that experience ‘needs to be 

allied to reflection – time and attention given to mulling over the experience 

and learning from it. This is often best achieved in supervision… or in 
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discussions with colleagues' and is intended to build knowledge, skills, and 

ways of intervening (Munro, 2011:87). 

 

The requirement for local authorities’ children and families services to be less 

prescriptive was ironically demanded by government using a top-down 

prescriptive approach. The pressures to adopt this top-down imperative 

reflected the coercive, normative and mimetic modes of isomorphism seen in 

organisational change described by DiMaggio and Powell (1983). These 

pressures were coercive due to government requirements to conform to new 

models of practice, normative because of the quest to maintain and extend 

professionalisation in social work, and mimetic because local authorities, 

amidst uncertainty, resort to copying the success of other local authorities 

rated highly by Ofsted inspections. These expected reforms took place at the 

same time as a deep recession hit the UK, leading to austerity measures that 

reduced resources within local authorities, with a severe impact on social 

work services provided to all service users (Lymbery, 2014). Not surprisingly, 

the expected reforms raised questions as to how such a ‘paradigm shift’ could 

take place when ‘its success is likely to depend on social, cultural and political 

factors well beyond its influence’ (Parton, 2012:159). For example, Higgins 

(2016:1990) argued the SWRB (DoE, 2010; 2012) reforms changed the social 

work curriculum ‘but the ideals of the PCF may not easily transform practice’ 

in ‘the existing climate of contemporary social work’. Similarly, Evans 

(2013:741) questioned whether Munro’s quest to give social workers more 

autonomy would instead push responsibility for decision-making down to 

individual practitioners to make organisationally led decisions rather than the 

vision of a flexible service, responsive to the needs of children and their 

families.  

 

So what has been the impact of the Munro report (2011) on policy and 

practice for children and family services in local authorities? Have they 

incorporated reflective supervision and moved from a blame culture to a 

learning culture?  The evidence on the ground is mixed (White, 2014). 
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Although the recommendations made by the Munro report (2011) were 

broadly accepted by the government, Munro’s progress report (2012) 

identified slow progress with culture change in local authorities only just 

beginning. A rapid response survey of LSCB Chairs was undertaken for 

Munro to establish ‘how local areas were responding to recommendations 

outlined in her report’ (Munro and Lushey, 2012:6) with a 39% response rate. 

The Chairs welcomed less centralised prescription, giving practitioners 

permission to ‘exercise their judgement and strengthen relationships with 

children, young people and families’ but noted that ‘resource and capacity 

issues may inhibit development and progress’ (Munro and Lushey, 2012:17). 

The survey found that ‘promoting reflective practice’ through training in 

supervision was the largest activity contributing to ‘developing social work 

expertise and supporting effective social work practice’, although the 

approaches used were not identified (Munro and Lushey, 2012:10). 

Following the Munro reforms (2011), Ofsted (2012:3) found critical reflection 

to be a valuable part of developing ‘supportive organisational cultures' – in a 

report on 14 local authorities in England, it identified that ‘critical reflection’ 

through supervision, consultation, coaching and reflective spaces improved 

outcomes for children and their families. Critical reflection was used without a 

theoretical framework but was defined as ‘a method of understanding, 

exploration, analysis and action planning’ (Ofsted, 2012:21) and could include 

‘addressing assumptions’ and ‘different approaches’ (Ofsted, 2012:22). 

However, Baginsky’s (2013:36) research found that there was still a need to 

improve retention and that experienced social workers wished for ‘more 

opportunities for reflective practice’, supervision that does not focus on 

performance indicators, and ‘time for reflection and mentoring’.   

Two years after the Munro review (2011), the All-Parliamentary Group for 

Social Work (BASW, 2013a) argued that the recommendations of the SWTF 

(DCSF, 2009), SWRB (DoE, 2010; 2012) and Munro (2011) had still not 

raised practice standards in services for children and their families. The 

continued tensions in defining and providing social work led to two separately 

initiated government reports each with opposed views about the role of the 

social worker. Croisdale - Appleby (2014:15) was commissioned by 
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Department of Health (responsible for adult social care and social work 

education) to look at generic social work and Narey (2014), for the 

Department of Education (responsible for children and families social care 

and social work education) looked exclusively at children’s social work. Both 

criticised the effectiveness of numerous guidance documents for social work 

e.g. PCF (BASW, 2012) and SOPS (HCPC, 2012). Croisdale-Appleby 

(2014:15) identified the social worker as a professional, practitioner and social 

scientist, who applied ethics, research and theory and engaged in ‘reflective 

practice’ to understand the experiences of people who are ‘disadvantaged 

and vulnerable’. Narey took a narrower competence-based approach to the 

social work role, was critical of the PCF and asked the Chief Social Worker for 

a new document summarising what a newly qualified children and family 

social worker should know – now called the Knowledge and Skills Statements 

(KSS) for child and family social work (DfE, 2014). Once again different 

messages, based on these two ‘contrasting paradigms’ were apparent – the 

local authority organisational expectations and the professional requirements 

of the PCF (2012) – emphasising the tensions evident in the bureau-

professional social work role (Higgins, 2016:1987). Despite these differences, 

the expectation was that social work adopts both paradigms across social 

work education and workplaces. 

Next, the government set up the Child Protection Taskforce in 2015 to try and 

accelerate and extend the recommendations of the SWRB (DoE, 2010; 2012) 

and Munro review (2011). The aim was to protect vulnerable children through 

continued reform of leadership and practice in social work, interagency 

working and innovative service delivery. The emphasis remained on gaining 

trust and credibility with the government and public with the Chief Social 

Worker producing further narrow competency based task-focussed 

documents identifying the knowledge and skills statements (KSS) for child 

and family practice supervisors and leaders (DfE, 2015).  

Since my research study took place in 2015, there has been further 

government scrutiny on the progress of children’s social work reform with a 

House of Commons Education Committee inquiry in 2016. The inquiry found 

the blame culture persisted towards social work with a continued impact on 
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recruitment and retention. The government response was broad, but of 

particular relevance here was funding for the introduction of the Social Work 

Teaching Partnerships to ensure quality supervision and improve retention, 

the formation in 2017 of the ‘What Works Centre for Children’s Social Care’ 

for innovatory research to inform practice, and the development of a national 

practice supervisor development programme in 2018-2020 (Research in 

Practice, 2019). Despite the funding of new innovations, a recent study on 

‘recruitment, retention and progression’ of local authority child and family 

social workers in England found the provision of reflective supervision 

continued to vary widely despite it being a ‘career enabler’ and linked to 

improved job satisfaction (DfE, 2019:11,16) and Ravalier’s survey (2019), 

across UK social work, indicated the most important factor contributing to 

workplace stress after high workload and lack of managerial support was 

absence of reflective supervision. 

Most recently, in December 2019, a new regulator for social work — ‘Social 

Work England’ — replaced the HCPC and started its work focussing on post-

qualifying professional standards incorporating the KSS for children and 

family practitioners, supervisors and leaders and the National Assessment 

and Accreditation System (NAAS). 

 

 
Current regulatory frameworks for social work 
 

In the changing policy context for understanding and using critical reflection in 

supervision, I now want to summarise the current national and professional 

policies in England influencing critical reflection and supervision during and 

since the study.  

 

There are currently seven organisations that hold responsibility for the 

different regulatory frameworks for social work, highlighting the competing 

professional, organisational and government demands at pre and post-

qualifying levels. The HCPC (2012) for registration and standards and now 

Social Work England (2019); British Association for Social Work and Social 
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Workers (BASW) for the PCF (BASW, 2012) (after the closure of the College 

of Social Work), the Practice Educator Professional Standards (PEPS) 

(BASW, 2013b) and a membership code of ethics (BASW, 2014); the LGA 

(2014) for employer standards for social work; the Quality Assurance Agency 

for Higher Education (2008) for the university benchmark standards for social 

work degrees; the Department of Education (DfE) for the KSS (DfE, 2014) for 

child and family social workers, supervisors and leaders (DfE, 2015); 

Department of Health and Social Care (DoH&SC) for the KSS for social 

workers in adult services (DoH, 2015), supervisors and leaders (DoH&SC, 

2018); and Ofsted, the inspector of children's services, expects employer 

standards (LGA, 2014) to be met with a defined supervision policy.  

 

Within this range of policy and professional documents, ‘reflection’ is widely 

referenced but is referred to in different, inconsistent and vague ways. For 

example, within the overarching ‘Critical Reflection' domain of the PCF 

(BASW, 2012), the levels provided a developmental approach with ‘reflection' 

at student and ASYE level, with critical reflection beginning at the qualified 

social worker level through to provision of critical reflection in supervision and 

the wider environment. The HCPC SOPS (2012) and LGA employer 

standards (2014) were cross-referenced to the PCF (2012). Both standards 

used the terms ‘reflection’ and ‘critical reflection’ as requirements in 

supervision but expected critical reflection to be recorded as a requirement of 

professional registration (HCPC, 2012; LGA, 2014). BASW's code of ethics 

(2014) and supervision policy (2011) included only the term ‘reflection’ as did 

the KSS (DfE, 2014; 2015) for child and family practitioners, practice 

supervisors and practice leaders. However, with the PEPS (BASW, 2013b) 

stage one, the educators were expected to teach critical reflection to students 

when the PCF (BASW, 2012) denoted only reflective ability is required. The 

QAA (2008:15) referred to critical reflection as a required habit for ‘improved 

performance’ at qualification level. Nevertheless, recording critical reflection in 

supervision was not included in any policy documents, even though it is 

expected by Ofsted in England (Wilkins, 2017). 
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The PCF (BASW, 2018) has since been refreshed but retained the domain 

summary with minor changes to the level descriptors. The PEPS (BASW, 

2019), also refreshed, is now cross-referenced to the PCF (BASW, 2012; 

2018) domains and KSS for child and family and adult practice supervisors, 

so providing a more consistent understanding of critical reflection both as a 

supervisor and supervisee (DoE, 2015; DoH&SC, 2018). The Quality 

Assurance Agency for Higher Education has updated the university 

benchmark standards for social work degrees twice and both provide a more 

detailed requirement to ‘acquire and apply the skills of critical reflection’ with 

‘reflection on performance’ (QAA, 2016:14, 22; 2019:13,19). The new 

standards for registration from Social Work England (2019) use the term 

‘reflection’ when relating to practice and critical reflection for feedback and 

use of supervision and are not cross referenced to other policy documents 

such as the PCF. Even from this short summary, it is evident how the terms 

‘reflection’ and ‘critical reflection’ are used in subtle and assorted ways across 

the policy documents regulating social work. 

 

 
Conclusion 
	
To summarise, reflective time and supervision have been on the agenda since 

the death of Maria Colwell in 1974 and has been approached by policy in 

different ways. There were a number of recommendations advised by the 

SWTF (DCSF, 2009) and developed by the SWRB (DoE, 2010; 2012) and 

Munro (2011) to move away from a NPM approach of proceduralist, 

prescriptive and defensive social work. One antidote was to use reflection or 

critical reflection on practice and reflective supervision to promote 

autonomous and analytical professional practice for social workers. Such a 

change required a major ‘paradigm shift’ at a time of austerity (Parton, 

2012:159). To understand how this might happen, the concept of ‘bureau-

professionalism’ (Parry and Parry, 1974:43) helped theorise the complexity 

and tensions of working in a local government bureaucracy as a professional 

social worker. It is clear that reflection, critical reflection, reflective practice 

and reflective supervision are complex terms used in a range of different ways 
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in policy and at no point are they located in particular theoretical frameworks. 

Additionally, there is an underlying tension between different policy 

prescriptions dependent on different interpretations of the children and 

families social work role. For example, there is a more task-focussed 

approach by the employer owned KSS (DfE, 2014) compared to the  

professional capability approach (PCF) from BASW (2012). The concepts of 

professional discretion (Evans, 2011:381; Wastell et al., 2010) and ‘negotiated 

order’ (Strauss et al., 1963:68; 1964) offered theoretical frameworks in which 

to understand how managers and practitioners may enact these complex 

policy agendas in practice. 

 

In this chapter I have explored the policy context for critical reflection in 

supervision. In the next chapter I will introduce and discuss the outcome of 

the literature searches on how critical reflection is theorised, understood and 

used in supervision. 
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
 

 

I now intend to draw on the academic and professional literature to identify 

how critical reflection is theorised, understood and used in supervision. First I 

will outline the search strategy and then explore how critical reflection is 

understood in social work. Then I will consider how critical reflection is used in 

the supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor. 

 

 

Search strategy  
 
Building on my academic knowledge and practice experience, I undertook a 

‘scholastic’ (Hart, 2018:93) literature review, using a systematic approach to 

searching databases, to ascertain what knowledge was available on how  

critical reflection is understood and used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor. 

 

No one search strategy would have been effective over the lengthy period of 

this research (8 years) so different approaches were identified. Databases 

initially and periodically searched were Social Care Online, Science Direct, 

PsycInfo, Web of Science, and Social Policy and Practice, British Library 

EThOS and Google Scholar. I searched for peer-reviewed articles using 

abstracts and full texts, books and grey literature. I harvested further literature 

by searching reference lists, journals, author websites and using my pre-

existing knowledge.  

 

When using databases, my initial search terms were extensive to get an idea 

of the historical and current knowledge base for the research questions. It 

quickly became apparent that ‘critical reflection’, ‘reflective practice’, ‘reflect’, 

‘reflection’, and ‘reflective’ are common words used when reflecting on the 

outcomes of practice, research and education subjects for social work and not 

always about critical reflection itself. Initial searching led me to refine the 
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inclusion criteria as conceptual and research literatures on qualified social 

workers and managers with a focus on one-to-one supervision and critical 

reflection/reflection/reflective practice, published in English, with no limits on 

dates of publication. The exclusion criteria were conceptual and research 

literatures on student social workers, academic and practice education of 

student social workers and those not published in English. 

 

Following broad searches, the main terms for searching, using Boolean logic, 

were continually refined. Principle searches used were: 

 

Search 1  

Keywords used were 

“critical reflect*” OR “reflective pract*” OR “reflect*”  

AND 

‘social work*’ 

 

Search 2 

Keywords used were 

‘critical reflect*’ OR ‘reflective pract*’ OR ‘reflect*’ 

AND 

‘social work*’ OR ‘child* and famil* social work*’ OR ‘child care social work*’ 

AND /OR 

‘social work supervis*’ 

 

Additionally, I searched government publications, e.g. Ofsted, Department of 

Education, Department of Health and Social Care for relevant reports and 

evaluations. I also used regular alerts and Twitter for access to literature from 

government departments and innovation centres, e.g. What Works Centre, 

local authorities, professional bodies, Community Care Online, journals and 

authors in the field. 
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How critical reflection is understood, and how it’s understood 

in social work 

 

First I will explore how critical reflection in social work is informed by seminal 

theorists and their consideration of the nature and role of knowledge and the 

process of reflecting. Next I will outline four broad dominating approaches to 

understanding critical reflection in social work and consider their relationships 

to the seminal theorists. Then I will consider how practitioners and their 

supervisor use critical reflection in the supervision process. Findings from the 

literature offer insight into the practice of critical reflection in individual 

supervision particularly the role of critical reflection in models of supervision, 

how critical reflection is undertaken in practitioner supervision, supervision as 

a relationship that is socially constructed and situated and influenced by 

national, organisational and professional culture and the supervisor and 

practitioner relationship and finally supervision as only one place where 

critical reflection occurs. 

 

 

Seminal theorists informing social work 
 

In essence, reflection, critical reflection, reflective cycles, and reflective 

thinking began as concepts to understand how knowledge could be learnt 

from experience as well as scientific knowledge (Dewey, 1910; 1933). It was 

only later that theorists applied the concept to professional practice. The role 

of reflection on thinking and acting through experiential learning can be 

viewed through a variety of theoretical lenses. When reviewing how critical 

reflection is understood and used in practitioner supervision in England, I 

found four broad approaches predominate – Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch 

(2007), Munro (2011) and Ixer (2016). Each of these approaches recognise 

and draw upon a range of seminal theorists — Dewey (1910; 1933), 

Habermas (1971), Argyris and Schön (1974), van Manen (1977), Schön 

(1983), Kolb (1984), Boud et al. (1985), Gibbs (1988), Freire, (1996), Mezirow 

(2000) and Brookfield (2009) — in multifarious ways. So before looking at 

these four broad social work approaches and in order to provide a context for 
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understanding the different terms used, I will outline the seminal ideas of 

critical reflection and their similarities and differences in terms of the 

assumptions about the nature and role of knowledge and the process of 

reflecting. 

 

The ‘centrality of critical self-examination’ (White et al., 2006:8) dates back to 

Socrates but it is theorists in the last 110 years that have influenced critical 

reflection in social work, starting with Dewey’s concept of ‘reflective thinking’ 

(Dewey, 1910). When I reviewed the seminal theorists, a pattern emerged 

with reflection, critical reflection, and reflective thinking emanating from varied 

epistemologies. However, in essence they all contributed to empowering the 

learner or professional practitioner for transformative or emancipatory learning 

even though the interpretation and emphasis in practice may vary. I will 

present these theorists using a taxonomy based on the epistemologies of 

these ideas.  

 

 

Dewey – ‘reflective thinking’ 

 

Dewey (1910; 1933; 1938) was a psychologist, educationalist and philosopher 

from the pragmatist tradition. He argued for a liberal approach to education 

that integrated experiential learning, moving away from the traditional 

domination of the rationality of science. He thought the traditional scientific 

approach provided a false divide between emotion and intellect whereas 

liberal education offered approaches that engaged learners in relationships 

that encouraged social change for a democratic society. 

 

Importantly, Dewey (1910:9; 1933:15) identified the role of feelings and 

thoughts in the experience of ‘reflective thinking’ – ‘a state of perplexity, 

hesitation, doubt’ where judgement is suspended, and there is an ability to 

manage uncertainty and 'endure suspense’ allowing ‘an act of search or 

investigation directed toward bringing to light further facts which serve to 

corroborate or to nullify the suggested belief’. Dewey (1933:107) further 
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developed five non-linear phases that followed the identification of a problem 

by the person:  

 

1. A jump to possible solutions  

2. ‘An intellectualisation of the difficulty or perplexity that has been felt 

(directly experienced) into a problem to be solved’.  

3. Identifying possible hypotheses and gathering evidence to support or 

reject each of these, perhaps drawing on previous experience or 

known theories.  

4. ‘Mental elaboration of the idea' which includes reasoning and is 

dependent on the context of thinking, for example, the motivation, 

education, personality and culture of the person and place. 

5. ‘Testing the hypothesis by action or imagination’.  

 
Dewey argued for an environment and culture where reflective thinking and 

‘curiosity’ could be learnt (1910;1933:39). An attitude of ‘integrity’, morality 

and ‘intellectual responsibility’ was required to keep an open mind, welcome 

new information and ideas so avoiding a jump to quick solutions (Dewey, 

1933:33). Dewey (1933:16,39) described ‘bad thought’ as a ' dogmatic habit 

of mind'; a jump to a quick solution when uncertainty was seen as inferior; 

based on the need to be liked; holding onto passionately wrong or favoured 

beliefs. These approaches, he argued, were illogical and limited the use of 

evidence and reasoning. This led people to only look for affirming facts (what 

would now be called ‘confirmation bias’) rather than to review and rethink their 

idea.  

 

Dewey provides a detailed, systematic, logical, iterative, non-linear structure 

for understanding and applying reflective thinking (Rodgers, 2002). However, 

there are arguments that his idea of reflection has been misused when there 

is little epistemological examination leading to a loss of meaning; an over 

emphasis on ‘rational knowledge’ over practical experience, feelings and 

thoughts and concern that the state of early perplexity could ignore taken for 

granted, dominant discourses (Rodgers, 2002; Hébert, 2015:363). Luntley 

(2016:17,21) celebrates Dewey’s recognition that experiential learning 
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addresses the ‘messiness of problems’ with the need for learners to become 

‘an inquirer equipped to adapt in a changing environment’. Similarly, but within 

social work, Gibson (2019:36) references Dewey when arguing the ‘embodied 

experiences of self-conscious emotions’ provide a basis for social workers to 

gain new knowledge. Additionally, Broadhurst (2012) argues Dewey’s liberal 

educational approach encourages development of the ‘agentic self’ and 

‘political awareness’ that can challenge the NPM proceduralised, instrumental 

approaches to social work practice. 

 

Having considered the work of Dewey (1910; 1933) on ‘reflective thinking’, I 

now want to consider possible meanings for the ‘critical’ in ‘critical reflection’ 

that originate from the application of critical theory by the theorists Habermas, 

Freire, van Manen, and Mezirow.  

 

 

The ‘critical’ in critical reflection and critical theory 

 

Critical theory has many diverse strands but originated in the Frankfurt school 

in the 1920s. Critical theory seeks to recognise and critique social structures 

by analysing and challenging the impact of power-relations and oppression 

and promoting emancipation. Many years on from Dewey, two influential 

authors contributed to an understanding of the role of critical theory in critical 

reflection and education. First Habermas (1971:309,310; 1974; 1984), a 

philosopher from the Frankfurt school, identified three domains of knowledge, 

an empirical ‘technical’ instrumental approach to problem solving, ‘practical’ 

learning through interactions with others to develop knowledge and self-

awareness, and critical reflection using ‘emancipatory’ and critical knowledge. 

Secondly Freire (1996), a Brazilian educator and philosopher, identified that 

education is not a neutral process. By applying critical theory to critical 

pedagogy, he promoted the emancipation of oppressed groups through 

education and conscientisation. He emphasised the importance of a 

curriculum where learners were able to critically reflect and take 

transformative action (praxis) in their world. 
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The work of Habermas and of Freire greatly influenced van Manen (1977) and 

Mezirow (1981), both academics in adult education. Van Manen 

(1977:226,227) adapted and applied Habermas's three domains – technical, 

practical and critical – to the education curriculum. Mezirow (1981; 1990; 

1991; 2000:16,17) took a different approach, creating a theory of 

transformational learning that placed critical theory at the heart of critical 

reflection. Critical reflection was essential in helping adult learners recognise 

habitually made ‘assumptions' using taken for granted ‘frames of reference' 

that maintained the status quo of the dominant culture. Transformational 

learning involved ten key phases, ‘a disorientating dilemma' of self or others, 

a personal emotional exploration, a critical assessment, acknowledgement 

and sharing with others, exploration of different possibilities, planning a way 

forward, gaining the required abilities to undertake the plan, a trialing of this 

way of being, gathering proficiency and self-assurance, and incorporating the 

new way of thinking (Mezirow, 2000:22). However, when Taylor (2007:187) 

reviewed the research into Mezirow’s model, he found the varying 

interpretations of transformative theory and critical reflection meant it was 

often hard to differentiate the model from other types of reflection (Rodgers, 

2002; Hébert, 2015).  

 

Having considered the use of critical theory to describe the ‘critical’ in critical 

reflection, I now turn to considering the role of reflection and reflective cycles. 

 

 

Educational reflective cycles 

 

Three models emerged in the literature – Kolb (1984), Gibbs (1988) and Boud 

et al. (1985) – all predominantly used in higher education and well known in 

English social work education. Kolb’s (1984:17) holistic experiential reflective 

cycle drew on the work of Dewey, Freire, Lewin and Piaget with a 

commitment to ‘democratic values’, the integration of experiential problem 

solving alongside scientific inquiry and recognition that experience influenced 

intelligence. The experiential reflective cycle involved ‘apprehension’ of a 

‘concrete experience’ leading to a ‘transforming experience’ through 



	 34	

observation and reflection, theorising and then testing concepts in new 

situations (Kolb, 1984:42). The expectation was that the learner would 

develop in all four areas of the cycle. Gibbs (1988) subsequently drew on 

Kolb’s model to prescribe a debriefing reflective cycle that prompted a 

description of the experience, an identification of feelings and reactions, 

followed by evaluation, analysis and conclusions resulting in an action plan. 

However, Miettinen (2000) argued Kolb's model was reductionist and 

individualistic, and that it moved away from the ideas of Dewey and Freire, 

despite references to transformational learning in the reflective cycle.  

 

Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) took a more pragmatic approach with their 

design of a non-linear cycle of ‘reflection’. The model was informed by Kolb, 

Mezirow, Habermas and Dewey and ‘reflection’ may lead to practical 

outcomes such as developing a skill, problem solving or to ‘new perspectives 

on experience or changes in behaviour’ (Boud et al., 1985:34). There was an 

emphasis on the affective domain of learning, which, although debated, Boud 

et al. (1985) argued was underplayed by Dewey (Rodgers, 2002). The role of 

the facilitator was essential in providing ‘unconditional positive regard’ for the 

learner (Boud et al., 1985:34). The subject for reflection could be from an 

internal or external prompt about a positive or challenging experience, the 

learner identified positive and destructive feelings, then re-evaluated the 

experience focussing on four elements (not stages), identifying new 

information, searching for links, determining the validity of the thoughts and 

feelings, and adopting the new knowledge. In the light of new learning, 

outcomes and action plans followed.  

 

Having discussed educational reflective models, I now want to explore how 

forms of reflection have been applied to professional practice. This has been 

undertaken by Schön (1983) with the concept of the ‘reflective practitioner’ 

and by Brookfield (2009) with ‘critical reflection’. 
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The reflective practitioner and critical reflection as models for use in 

professional practice 

 

Schön (1983:69; 1987; 2001), an academic philosopher and management 

consultant, was greatly influenced by Dewey in his own exploration of the 

‘epistemology of practice’ and the concept of the ‘reflective practitioner’. He 

recognised the role of the bureau-professional and ‘tensions inherent in the 

bureaucratization of professional work’ where ‘efficiency’ may challenge an 

ethic of prioritising ‘the interests of individual clients’ (Schön, 1983:337). 

Schön identified a ‘crisis of confidence in professional knowledge’ because 

the recognised dimension of expertise – a technical rationalist approach 

applying scientific and prescriptive rules to problem solving – did not provide a 

full picture of professional practice (Schön, 1983:3). Instead, he concluded 

that tacit knowledge – described by Polyani (1966:4) as knowledge that is 

hard to communicate to others so ‘we know more than we can tell’ – and 

artistry were also required in the ‘swampy lowlands’ of the ‘indeterminate zone 

of practice’ (Schön, 1987:6).  

 

Schön identified a state of tacit ‘knowing in action' (1983:61), which may be a 

rigid or repetitive ‘overlearned' response that can be exacerbated by stress. 

When something unusual takes place in practice, either pleasurable or 

challenging, then ‘reflection-in-action’ can occur, with ‘reflection-on-action’ 

taking place in hindsight. The process of reflection relied heavily on being 

‘coached’ by the expert who drew out knowledge, feelings and values and 

challenged tacit approaches that constructed and framed the uncertainties 

and reality of professional practice (Schön, 1987:17).  

 

Schön was influenced by his previous work with Argyris on the relationship 

between people and organisational learning systems and they devised the 

concepts of single (Model I) and double-loop (Model II) learning (Argyris and 

Schön, 1974:68,87). Within single-loop learning professionals, as with a 

technical rationalist approach, focussed on achieving their defined goal 

through maintaining power, control and the status quo, with minimal emotion 

and risk. Instead the Model II approach, more aligned with the reflective 
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practitioner, required the professional to learn from external scrutiny and 

feedback, engage in opportunities for reflection on their values and 

assumptions, and see if their ‘espoused theories' and ‘theories in use' are 

congruent or not (Argyris and Schön, 1974:169).  

 

Schön’s approach is well known in social work and beyond and there are 

critiques of the concept as having an over-reliance on the role of the coach, a 

lack of detail in how frames of reference are challenged, and a lack of clarity 

of the difference in concepts of reflecting in and on action (Munby and 

Russell, 1989; Eraut, 1994; Redmond, 2004; Erlandson, 2014; Hébert, 2015). 

Ferguson’s research (2018) observing practitioners with families argues that 

reflecting ‘in action’ may not always be possible or useful when there may be 

a need to defend against the anxiety of working in uncertain and challenging 

situations. Eraut (1994:149) even disputes the use of the term ‘reflection’, 

preferring to argue that rapid adaptation and decision-making during ‘skilled 

behaviour', where a practitioner thinks about their thoughts, is a process of 

‘metacognition’.   

 

Brookfield (1995; 2009) also attended to professional practice. He recognised 

the work of Habermas and Mezirow in developing his model of critical 

reflection, first with learners, then teachers and latterly with social workers. 

Theoretical clarity is provided in his definitions of ‘reflection’ and ‘critical 

reflection’. He argued a technical approach to reflection drew on the 

epistemologies of ‘analytic philosophy, psychoanalysis, constructivism and 

pragmatism’ (Brookfield, 2009:296). While ‘critical reflection’ still recognised 

the influence of American pragmatism and constructivist approaches, the 

word ‘critical’ was ‘sacred’ as it signified the application of critical social theory 

to reflection by addressing professional power, ‘hegemonic assumptions’ in 

practice and how critical reflection could challenge the status quo (Brookfield, 

2009:301; Brookfield, 2016). Brookfield (2009:295) identified four steps for 

critical reflection, the ‘disorienting dilemma’, an uncovering and assessment of 

the assumption, an examination through uncovering a variety of viewpoints, 

and decision-making for the way forward. 
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To summarise, these seminal theorists each offered a theoretical framework 

and a term for reflection that described learning from experience – Dewey’s 

(1910; 1933) reflective thinking, Habermas (1971), van Manen (1977), 

Mezirow (2000) and Brookfield (2009) used ‘critical’ in the term ‘critical 

reflection’ to reference critical theory, Freire (1996) referred to 

conscientisation, Kolb (1984), Gibbs (1988) and Boud et al. (1985) used a 

reflective cycle, and Schön (1983) the concept of the reflective practitioner. 

However these theoretical distinctions were not considered in government or 

professional policies and contribute to the confusion about the understanding 

and use of the concepts in practice.  

 

The different theoretical approaches usually emphasised levels or stages of 

learning. Levels of learning moved from technical-rational approaches through 

to critical reflection for a transformatory learning experience as with Habermas 

(1971), Argyris and Schön, (1974), Van Manen (1977) and Schön (1983), or 

one level of ‘conscientisation' as with Freire (1996). Varying stages of critical 

reflection were made explicit by Dewey (1910; 1933), Mezirow (2000), Kolb 

(1984), Gibbs (1988), Boud et al. (1985), Schön (1983) and Brookfield (2009). 

Only Schön (1983) and Brookfield (2009) applied these frameworks beyond 

adult educational settings with a focus on professional practice. Interestingly, 

despite the complex stages and levels of learning, the role of the teacher in 

facilitating learning was not uniformly considered and only emphasised by 

Dewey (1910; 1933), Boud et al. (1985) and Schön (1983).  

 

However, there were still commonalities that emerged across the theorists 

even though the interpretation and emphasis in practice may vary – the 

experience was prompted through thoughts and feelings about a dilemma or 

unsettling, disorientating experience, there was a challenge to habitual actions 

and assumptions with potential for transformative or emancipatory learning 

and it contributed to the empowerment of the learner or enhanced 

professional practice.  

 

A common theme across theorists here is that the different terms can be 

generalised, open to interpretation and different elements given different 
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emphasis in practice as illustrated with Dewey’s concept of ‘reflective thinking’ 

(Rodgers, 2002; Hébert, 2015), Mezirow’s ‘critical reflection’ and 

transformative theory (Taylor, 2007) and the models of ‘reflection’ by Kolb 

(1984) (Miettinen, 2000). In essence, ‘how the term is used reflects the 

ideology of the user’ (Brookfield, 2009:296).  

 

Following on from examining seminal theorists that have influenced social 

work, I will now examine the four broad approaches I have identified when  

considering the use of critical reflection in social work practice and discuss the 

theoretical similarities and differences. 

 

 

How critical reflection is understood  in social work — different theoretical 

approaches  

 

The last section explored how seminal theorists used different terms – 

reflective thinking, critical reflection, conscientisation, reflective cycles and the 

reflective practitioner – to conceptually understand how knowledge may be 

learnt from experience. In my review of the critical reflection literature in social 

work, I found  four broad approaches in England that draw upon the seminal 

theorists in multifarious ways – Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007), 

Munro (2011), and Ixer (2016) –  these will now be reviewed. 

 
 

Fook and Gardner - critical reflection  

	
Fook (1996) developed the application of critical reflection to social work 

practice, education and research in the 1990s (Pease and Fook, 1999).  The 

Fook and Gardner (2007:38; 2013) approach to critical reflection was 

underpinned by a number of theoretical approaches: Schön’s (1983) reflective 

practitioner; Argyris and Schön’s (1974) deconstruction of espoused theories 

and theories in use, reflexivity to understand the impact of self on how 

assumptions inform new knowledge, postmodernism and deconstruction to 

challenge dominant rational ideologies for change and deconstruct knowledge 
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to explore the impact of power and language, social constructivist ideas to 

recognise that each persons experience varies, and critical theory to expose 

‘dominant social understandings’ informed by Mezirow (2000) and Brookfield 

(2009). It is critical theory that underpinned the use of ‘critical’ in Fook and 

Gardner’s term ‘critical reflection’ (2007). 

 

The model has been predominantly used in small facilitated groups with 

supervisory and/or educational functions and more recently online (Baikie et 

al., 2013) rather than in one-to-one supervision, or as a self-reflection tool 

(Fook, 2012). The two-stage model emphasised the role of the facilitator to 

‘co-create’ a climate of trust and ‘critical acceptance’ to enable group 

members to take risks and explore ‘their deep assumptions’, so ‘cocrafting’ 

new insights for best practice (Fook and Gardner, 2007:79; Fook, 

2012:225,233). In the first stage, the social worker identifies a ‘critical incident’ 

that is described as ‘something (an event) that happened to a person that they 

regard as important or significant in some way’ to ‘their professional learning’ 

(Fook and Gardner, 2007:77). The group and facilitator engage in a dialogue, 

asking a series of critical and deconstructive questions to the social worker 

that includes attention to feelings and emotions to ‘elicit the assumptions 

embedded', in the ‘accounts of practice' (Fook and Gardner, 2007:73). Stage 

two usually takes place after a few days and explores the social worker's 

awareness of any assumptions made and learning for practice and what Fook 

and Gardner call ‘articulating and labelling their new theory of practice' 

(2007:119). Fook and Askeland (2006) and Fook (2012) do sound a word of 

caution. They found critical reflection could make participants feel vulnerable 

because it unsettled their norms if their taken for granted ideas and practices 

were challenged and if participants viewed the professional role as 

predominantly technical with attention to feelings considered unnecessary. 

 

	
Ruch – integrated relationship-based reflection approach 

	
The relationship-based reflection approach by Ruch (2000; 2002:204; 2007; 

2007a; 2009:359; 2012; 2014; Ruch and Murray, 2011) was informed by 
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Dewey, Schön, Habermas, Boud et al., Kolb, and the Tavistock case 

discussion model. Ruch’s (2002:205) early research drew specifically on the 

three different levels of ‘technical’, ‘practical’ and ‘critical’ reflection identified 

by Habermas (1971) and used by van Manen (1977) and she added a fourth 

level entitled ‘process reflection’. Ruch (2004:217; 2005; 2007a) conducted 

her research in children and families teams in England, where she identified 

two categories of reflective practice entitled ‘technical' and ‘holistic'. Technical 

reflective practice was limited to ‘who could do what and how’ and ‘what had 

worked and how’ and it was the ‘why’ questions’ that defined holistically 

reflective practice – where practitioners integrated and conceptualised a 

range of knowledge (Ruch 2007a:667). The latter approach was found to be 

more conducive to developing relationship-based practice as it recognised the 

complexity, risks, anxiety and uncertain nature of children and family social 

work moving away from the constraints of procedural practice while still 

recognising the role of evidence-informed and ethical practice. Ruch 

(2007a:671) argued that for holistic reflective practice to occur, there needed 

to be ‘multi-faceted forums’ connecting across the organisation with 

opportunities through supervision, reflective groups, consultation and team 

working. 

 

Ruch developed the ‘case discussion’ model as a response to the educational 

and self-care needs of social workers that she saw as essential for 

professional development (Ruch, 2007:375). The initial case discussion model 

drew on her model of relationship-based practice underpinned by ‘social 

constructivist’ ideas, systemic concepts such as ‘curiosity’, and psychoanalytic 

concepts of anxiety, splitting, emotional and organisational containment 

(Ruch, 2007:377,378). Ruch (2009:353) subsequently developed an 

‘empowering and emancipatory pedagogic approach’ developed using an 

integrative approach to the case discussion model by bringing together what 

are often viewed as ‘polarised’ social work theories – critical theory and 

relationship-based practice. Ruch (2009:353,360) argued there were 

‘commonalities and compatibilities’ with the Fook and Gardner (2007) model 

of critical reflection. She likened the concept of ‘assumptions’ used in critical 

theory to consider taken for granted views about society with the concept of 
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‘insight’, used in psychodynamic theory to recognise a persons understanding 

of what influences their everyday functioning.   

 

The case discussion model could be used in a wide variety of forums, 

including supervision and groups. Ruch (2007:372) and Hingley-Jones and 

Ruch (2016), like Fook and Gardner (2007), placed importance on the 

facilitator role as a ‘co-explorer’ who provided safe and containing ‘emotionally 

informed thinking spaces’ for critical reflection. The focus of the case 

discussion model involved one person presenting their work with a child and 

their family outlining the help they wanted. The person then listens to the 

discussion – they do not have to defend their practice or correct inaccuracies. 

The facilitator assists the ‘groups reflections’ by encouraging curiosity and 

questioning of each other to promote discussion about what the presenter has 

said (Ruch, 2007:375). Then the person and the group reflect together on 

what has been discussed. Ruch (2007) recognises there may be barriers to 

critically reflecting but these differ from Fook and Gardner (2007) and focus 

on an expectation groups will not help when a practitioner prioritises ‘doing’ 

over thinking or believes that critical reflection already happens elsewhere. 

 

 

Munro - critical reflection  

	
Munro’s (2010:42; 2011) influential government report on child protection 

offered an organisational and professional approach to ‘critical reflection’ 

within the local authority context in England. Her approach focussed on 

developing the quality of social worker relationships with children and their 

families, personal wellbeing, and professional development. This approach to 

critical reflection was not defined in a specific model but could be applied in 

supervision or consultations with experts and peers. Her approach to critical 

reflection drew on Schön’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner and 

Argyris and Schön’s (1974) double-loop learning. Munro (2010; 2011) wanted 

local authorities to move away from single-loop learning that was prescriptive, 

with defensive and rule-based practice and a culture of blame. Her approach 

recognised that a systems approach of double-loop learning was required to 
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develop organisational learning cultures in local authorities that made the 

system less ‘risk-averse', and more ‘risk sensible' and would encourage ‘good 

thinking habits’ (Munro, 2008:134; 2011:135; 2020). Consequently critical 

reflection could contribute to developing professional autonomy and expertise 

in well-evidenced decision-making, within the context of working with 

complexity, uncertainty and risk in an emotionally and intellectually 

demanding profession  (Munro, 2011:8). 

  

 

Ixer – reflection as a form of virtue ethics – doing the right thing 

	
Ixer (2003:19; 2010; 2016) considered the contribution of theorists outside 

and within social work – Dewey, Schön, Brookfield, Boud et al., Habermas, 

Ruch, Fook and Gardner, and Munro – and argued that ‘reflection is a 

problematic area of knowledge construction’ because  the numerous 

definitions and differing epistemologies have caused confusion and resulted in 

diluting its usefulness.  

 

Ixer’s (1999; 2000; 2010; 2016) predominant concern was for student learning 

and assessment of reflection; for example, he found that according to 

students, practice teachers did not make explicit the model of reflection they 

were using. He initially identified four integrated domains of reflective 

reasoning – cognitive, affective, social and values – however, more recently, 

he suggested that reflection should be a form of virtue ethics (Ixer,1999; 2003; 

2010). He defined reflection as an essential element of the moral character of 

a social worker – ‘virtuous being in doing the right thing’ – requiring the 

practitioner to attend to social work values and a process of self-evaluation 

(Ixer, 2016:820).  

 

In reviewing these four approaches, it is clear that they place differing 

emphasis on the seminal theorists reviewed in the preceding section and that 

the language of critical reflection in social work uses differing terms or same 

terms with different meanings. However, all theorists emphasise the 

experiential, embodied nature of critical reflection. Across the social work 
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approaches, Ruch (2009) recognised possible compatibilities with Fook and 

Gardner (2007) and Ixer recognised the contribution of the other three social 

work approaches. However, there was also overlap across all approaches 

making it difficult to draw clear distinctions between them. The emphasis  and 

focus of critical reflection were interpreted depending on the theoretical lenses 

used. For example, in practice, Fook and Gardner (2007) emphasised a 

postmodernist and critical theorist approach to critical reflection with a focus 

on changing assumed practices, whereas Ruch (2007) took an integrated, 

emancipatory and relationship-based reflection approach with a focus on self-

care and practice, with less emphasis on critical theory and practice 

outcomes. Both Fook (2007) and Ruch (2007) offered models to facilitate 

critical reflection for use in groups but how to facilitate one-to-one supervision 

was not included. Both accentuate the role of the facilitator with an 

expectation that they apply the varied theoretical epistemologies in each 

approach to the method. However, facilitators may vary the emphasis on the 

different epistemologies. For instance, a dominance of the postmodernist 

approach in the Fook and Gardner model might lead to an emphasis on 

relativism rather than defining specific inequalities (Mattsson, 2014). 

Alternatively, critical reflection groups could focus on the minutiae of 

interactions and exclude the structural context of critical reflection or 

emphasise the interests and political agendas of the group and facilitator 

rather than the person presenting (Kirkwood, 2016).  

 

The other two approaches did not put forward models for delivery of critical 

reflection. Munro (2011) applied a systems approach defining critical reflection 

as an attribute of professional practice supported in a learning culture rather 

than drawing on critical theory. The focus was on the organisation, cultivating 

relationship-based practice, autonomy and expertise with best decision-

making, professional development and personal wellbeing. Ixer (2016) 

identified reflection as part of a practitioner’s moral character. All the 

approaches identified the need to create opportunities for experiential learning 

to help practitioners to recognise and challenge habitual forms of practice 

based on assumptions and practice dilemmas.  
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To develop my understanding of critical reflection, I have considered the 

different epistemological origins of the seminal theorists, their influence on 

and the similarities and differences between the four social work approaches 

identified. I will now consider the literature that addresses the third research 

question – How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 

 

How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor?  
	
In chapter 2, I looked at the policy context for critical reflection and found 

broad descriptions using a range of terms – reflection, critical reflection, 

reflective practice and reflective supervision – without reference to theoretical 

frameworks. I began this chapter examining the professional literature on the 

understanding of critical reflection in social work. I found four broad social 

work approaches informed, with varying emphasis, by seminal theorists 

outside the profession who used wide-ranging terminology – reflective 

thinking, critical reflection, conscientisation, reflective cycles and reflective 

practice. I now want to turn to empirical research identified in the search 

strategy on the use of critical reflection in practitioner supervision to see if I 

can gain further clarity.  

 

The search identified a range of practice and research literature including 

international reviews of empirical research on social work supervision 

between 1958 and 2018 (Harkness and Poertner, 1989; Tsui, 1997; Bogo and 

McKnight, 2006; Mor Barak et al., 2009; Carpenter et al., 2013; O’Donoghue 

and Tsui, 2013; O’Donoghue et al., 2018; Sewell, 2018; O’Donoghue and 

O’Donoghue, 2019). Only the Carpenter et al. (2013) broader review 

incorporating child welfare supervision undertaken for the Social Care Institute 

of Excellence (Carpenter et al., 2012) searched with terms relating to critical 

reflection, using the term ‘reflective supervision’. This review by Carpenter et 

al. (2013) was also the basis for a study review by the Centre for What Works 

for Children’s Social Care (2019) and recently, Wilkins (2019) undertook an 
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international review of six of these reviews. The reviews highlighted the small 

evidence base for the effectiveness of supervision, the influence on practice 

and the understanding and use of critical reflection in supervision.  

 

Following the search strategy, I identified emerging themes for the use of 

critical reflection in practitioner supervision, which I will now explore. These 

are the practice of critical reflection in practitioner supervision – the role of 

critical reflection in models of supervision and how critical reflection is 

undertaken in practitioner supervision, supervision as a relationship that is 

socially constructed and situated – the influence of national, organisational 

and professional culture on the use of critical reflection in supervision and the 

supervisor and practitioner relationship and finally supervision as only one 

place where critical reflection occurs.   

 

 

The practice of critical reflection in individual supervision 
 

The role of critical reflection in models of supervision		
 

The search identified different forms of reflection in a range of current practice 

models. At the heart of most supervision literature in social work lie the three 

functions of supervision – ‘administrative’, ‘educational’ and ‘supportive’ - 

identified in Kadushin’s (1974; 1992a:9) USA research. Richards et al. (1990) 

added a fourth dimension to supervision as a result of their experience of 

training supervisors in the UK – mediation – where the supervisor provides 

representation and links between workers, the team and broader organisation. 

These four functions remain the core of many textbooks used for supervision 

in social work and the helping professions in the UK to date (Morrison, 2005; 

Davys and Beddoe, 2010; Wonnacott, 2012; Noble et al., 2016). For example, 

in the UK, Morrison (2005) and Wonnacott (2012) designed the 4x4x4 

supervision model that applied the four elements of Kolb’s experiential 

reflective learning cycle, to the four functions of supervision and the four 

stakeholders (service users, staff, the organisation, partner organisations). 

This model drew on Ruch’s (2000) earlier research on four levels of reflection 



	 46	

and was used by the England Children's Workforce Development Council to 

train supervisors (CWDC, 2009). Similarly, Lawlor's (2013:177,181) 

‘interactional and reflective model' of supervision recognised Kadushin’s 

(1976) four functions, the relationship between supervisor and supervisee, 

and built on the knowledge and skills of the supervisor to ‘facilitate', 'observe’, 

‘elicit’ ‘challenge’, ‘probe’ and ‘confront’ the supervisee.  

 

While the models described above predominantly focus on supervision as a 

facilitated organisational and professional practice, there were models that 

recognised the socially constructed nature of the supervisory relationship and 

concentrated on supervisor and practitioner engagement and cultural 

competence of the supervisor. For example, O’Donoghue et al. (2018:353) 

analysed evidence from an international review of empirical research to inform 

the development of a reflective relational supervision model. The model has 

five interactive areas, the need to engage the supervisee in an ‘interactive 

reflective problem solving process, recognition that supervision is ‘socially and 

personally constructed’, a focus on the practitioners wellbeing and 

development, the importance of a positive supervisory relationship with a 

supportive culturally competent supervisor, and using best evidence for 

service user outcomes. 

 

There were also models that emphasised the exploration of practitioners’ 

dominant taken for granted assumptions and drew on the broad social work 

approaches to critical reflection I identified earlier in the chapter.  For 

instance, Wonnacott (2012), with Morrison, designed a six-stage model for 

supervising assessment work in children and families social work, drawing on 

the work of Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007) and Munro (2011). 

Similarly, the practice supervisors development programme, funded by the 

Department of Education in England (RIP, 2019) emphasised supervisors’ 

leadership roles in the development of best practice, supporting practitioners, 

offering reflective supervision and influencing ‘the practice system’. The 

programme drew on a range of models including Wonnacott (2012) and 

Ruch’s (2007a:668)  ‘holistic reflective practice’ and was cross-referenced to 
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the KSS for practice supervisors in children and family social work (DfE, 

2015).   

 

Then there were models that applied critical theory to the development of 

emancipatory practice. For example, the Northern Ireland Social Care Council 

published a ‘Model for reflective practice and supervision in social work’ 

(Houston, 2015:3). The model was theoretically informed by ‘emancipatory 

reflexivity’ and critical theory (Houston, 2015a:247) with expectations to reflect 

on the self, the ‘enabling process’, ‘the service user’s experience’ and ‘social 

work practice’ (Houston, 2015:45). A similar four-level model for reflective 

supervision was developed from empirical research on supervision in New 

Zealand that addressed ‘self and role’, ‘the organisation’, ‘relationships with 

others’ and ‘the socio-political and socio-cultural context’ (Rankine, 2017:70). 

Rankine (2019:103) has since developed a two-stage ‘thinking aloud process’ 

using Fook and Gardner’s model of critical reflection (2007). In this model, the 

supervision session was recorded and transcribed, then the researcher met 

the supervisor and practitioner to deconstruct the session. Findings suggested 

the ‘unsettling’ process helped supervisor and supervisee to explore ethics, 

values, and issues of social justice to ‘articulate meaning, critically develop 

insight, reconstruct, and transport this into future practice’ (Rankine, 2019:97, 

98). 

 

Interestingly, all the practice models outlined gave scant attention to the 

recording of critical reflection or the supervision session, although Gillanders 

(2005) in her history of record keeping in supervision encourages recording as 

a means to reflect on practice and theory. Kadushin and Harkness (2014:33) 

raised the requirement to record time and format and to follow ‘ethical and 

legal principles’ of social work practice. In England, separate supervision 

records were recommended - one for the child and family demonstrating the 

process of decision-making in accessible, plain language and a personal file 

for the supervisee (SCIE, 2013; Wonnacott, 2012; Earle et al., 2017). 

However, the enforced use and recording of ‘reflection on-demand' in 

supervision could undermine the experiential and ‘critical’ nature of reflecting, 

turning it into a tool for organisational accountability and evidence of 
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professional capability (Bleakley, 1999; Zukas et al., 2010:194; Hébert, 2015). 

An open, critically reflective position is unlikely when one's future career is 

dependent on this. 

 

How critical reflection is undertaken in practitioner supervision 

 

Supervision is a key site for critical reflection to take place. I now want to 

discuss the methods and findings from the limited number of research studies 

that have gathered data from real time supervision sessions, and consider 

their relevance for understanding the use of critical reflection in supervision. In 

1987, Pithouse (1998:156) undertook observations of supervision sessions in 

his seminal ethnographic study of two UK local authority child care teams. 

The focus was not critical reflection, but his findings identified the process in 

supervision where the worker spends time ‘telling the case’ to the supervisor. 

At a similar time, Harkness and Hensley (1991:506) independently measured 

the supervision focus on ‘client’ outcomes following training in ‘mixed focus’ 

supervision or ‘client-centred’ supervision. The training randomly sampled 

short sections of audio-recorded supervision sessions to identify use of client 

focussed questions alongside other data collection methods, including service 

user perspectives, and found that ‘client centred’ supervision improved 

outcomes for service users. Critical reflection was not a focus of this study, 

although a recent feasibility study by the Centre for What Works in Children’s 

Social Care (2020:15) used a similar methodology within two teams in a local 

authority in England – the researcher transcribed full supervision sessions to 

extract all questions used in both types of supervision and found evidence 

that the outcomes approach provided ‘more time for reflection’ and ‘a greater 

emphasis on the needs and goals of the family’. Time for critical reflection in 

supervision is an issue emerging in many of the studies. For example, Ruch 

(2004:217) observed supervision sessions in children and family teams in 

England as part of an ethnographic study that found two categories of 

reflective practice - a ‘technical’ managerial approach or a ‘holistic’ 

relationship-based approach. Two further studies in the UK analysed audio 

recordings of sections from supervision sessions between practitioner and 

supervisor and found a dominant managerial focus (Bourn and Hafford-
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Letchfield, 2011; Wilkins et al., 2017). Wilkins et al. (2017:949) found local 

authority children and family supervisors predominantly took a surveillance 

role – which they equated with Ruch’s ‘technically reflective’ approach that 

focussed on the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of practice — suggesting a ‘de-

professionalisation’ of supervisors. Given the supervisors aspired to provide 

child-focussed, analytic and reflective supervision, the researchers suggested 

that the mismatch arose from organisational systems. To counteract a 

technical managerial approach, they recommended a combination of 

coaching and Ruch’s holistic reflection - which incorporated the technical 

approach with a questioning of practice - to develop a professional leadership 

role for supervisors.  

 

In New Zealand, a new model using Rankine’s ‘thinking aloud’ process 

analysed segments of supervision sessions, chosen, transcribed and then 

discussed with the supervisor (Davys et al., 2019). Similar to the previous 

studies was the supervisors ‘rush to a problem-solving mode’ although here it 

was identified as a response to feeling anxious and the supervisee’s 

expectations (Davy’s et al., 2019:368). Feedback helped supervisors 

reconsider habitual styles, encouraging supervisees to participate and 

consider assumptions. Alternatively, Turney and Ruch (2018:126) introduced 

a new model called the Cognitive and Affective Supervisory Approach 

(CASA), evaluated with local authority children and family supervisors in the 

UK. The research methods included recording and analysis of the total 

supervision session. The evidence still found that supervisors found it hard to 

move away from a managerial approach and adopt a new reflective model of 

supervision. Findings suggested confidence, motivation and organisational 

support were needed when introducing a new model.  

 

Taking a different approach to researching supervision, Wilkins and Jones 

(2018:462) observed a simulated case scenario and found that supervisors 

were predominantly ‘expert problem solvers' responding to a ‘verbal deluge of 

information by the social worker', providing little room for ‘reflection’. In the 

same study, Wilkins, Khan, Stabler, Newlands and Mcdonnell (2018b:350) 

observed supervision using a ‘skills-based coding framework’ that 
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unfortunately did not include reflection but found supervisors had ‘relatively 

modest skill levels’ compared to the questionnaire rating from their 

supervisees. Importantly, the researchers recognised that different types of 

qualitative data from a range of perspectives can provide different evidence 

on the quality of supervision, for example, supervisees maybe making a 

holistic assessment of their supervisor or not want to give negative feedback. 

 

Thinking about if, and how critical reflection is evident and recognised in 

written supervision records, a further UK study undertook an analysis of 

supervision records and found a descriptive account with little attention to 

recording reflection and analysis (Wilkins, 2017a). In the same study Wilkins, 

Jones and Westlake (2018a:97) compared written supervision records with 

audio recordings of single case discussions and found recording ‘did not 

reflect straightforwardly what was discussed’.  

 

The limited range of studies I found all provided data of individual supervision 

sessions, with most giving some attention to how critical reflection took place 

or was recorded in files. Direct observation or audio recordings of real time 

supervision or extracts of supervision sessions offered different perspectives 

– researcher, supervisor or practitioner – and these methods generated a 

variety of data about the expected focus and quality of supervision and the 

role of critical reflection. However, an issue in much of the research is that the 

idea of critical reflection is itself taken for granted with no exploration that 

supervisors and practitioners may understand and use critical reflection in 

different ways.   

 

 

Supervision as a relationship that is socially constructed and situated 

 

Empirical research and a global Delphi study by Akesson and Canavera 

(2018) on supervision identified many influences on the practice of 

supervision - country, historical and cultural context, societal structures, 

organisational and professional policies and practices, power dynamics within 

the supervisory relationship, the supervisor’s and supervisee’s own 
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supervision history and understanding of their supervisee role (O’Donoghue, 

2008; O’Donoghue, 2012; Saltiel, 2017; O’Donoghue et al., 2018; Wallace et 

al., 2019). These influences suggested supervision was socially constructed 

and situated and as a result I now want to explore this literature and consider 

the implications for the use of critical reflection in supervision. First by 

identifying the influence of national, organisational and professional cultures, 

then the supervisor and practitioner relationship and finally to consider 

supervision as only one place where critical reflection occurs.   

 

 

The influence of national, organisational and professional culture on the use 

of critical reflection in supervision 

 

The delivery of supervision is constructed in different ways within and across 

countries. For example, O’Donoghue et al. (2018:348) undertook an 

international empirical literature review and found supervision occurred 

predominantly on a one-to-one basis but also in groups. Supervision may be 

provided by the organisation, by team and line managers, by peers or experts 

within and across professions or by external supervisors, or a combination of 

all. Beddoe (2012) and Rankine (2019a:41) in New Zealand and Bradley and 

Höjer (2009) in a comparative study between Sweden and UK found if 

organisational and professional supervision were split, the former focussed on 

managerial functions and the latter on ‘critical reflection' and supporting the 

practitioner. Munro (2011a) considered, but decided against, separating the 

accountable and professional functions of supervision in England. 

Alternatively, in the last 10-15 years, new practice models in the UK have 

begun to use reflective group supervision, and research findings suggested 

that it has offered practitioners opportunities for reflection and rehearsal, 

enabled more skilful practice, led to ‘better parental engagement and goal 

agreement’, helped avoid errors of judgement and focussed on practice 

outcomes (Cross et al., 2010; Jude and Regan, 2010; Forrester et al., 2013; 

Munro et al., 2016; Cameron et al., 2016; Bostock et al., 2017; Wilkins et al.,, 

2018c:501; Bingle and Middleton, 2019; Bostock et al., 2019a; Bostock et al.,  

2019b; Lees and Cooper, 2019).  
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The structure of individual supervision sessions has also been researched. 

O’Donoghue (2014:66) in New Zealand found descriptions by supervisors and 

supervisees offered a map of supervision that identified a process of 

preparation, a beginning with a plan for the session, then a ‘telling of the story’ 

before ‘interactively processing’, making decisions and actions and then 

reviewing and summarising at the end of the session. In Romania, Unguru 

and Sandu (2018) undertook an international comparison of normative 

frameworks for supervision, including the UK, and where social work was 

professionalised they found similar structures to O’Donoghue (2014).  

 

Although there was some consistency in delivery and structure of individual 

supervision, there were also emerging concerns internationally that an NPM 

approach constructed social work supervision as a form of organisational 

control and moved supervision away from a professional focus that included 

the reflective, ethical, educational and supportive functions. For instance, 

Beddoe et al. (2016:1583) and Karvinen-Niinlkoski et al. (2019) surveyed UK 

and international experts in their international Delphi study and reported 

‘tensions about the role of supervision and the balance of its functions as the 

profession responded to the impacts of neoliberalism on practice'. Similar 

findings of tensions between the professional and managerial focus of 

supervision were found from interviews of supervisors and practitioners in 

England by Bradley and Höjer, (2009), surveys and focus groups of 

supervisors and supervisees in Australia by Egan et al. (2016; 2017; 2018), 

Hair (2013:1573) in Canada and through a survey, interviews and focus 

groups by Halton et al. (2015) in Ireland. Halton et al. (2015) found reflective 

practice was inconsistent in supervision with the organisational and 

professional emphasis dependent on organisational culture, supervisor and 

practitioner approaches.  

 

However, Egan et al. (2016:1624) in New Zealand found that supervisors 

could feel ‘compromised professionally in supervision’, when ‘offering genuine 

support and critical reflection’ and ‘ensuring that organisational requirements 

were met’. Practitioners in Sweden also recognised these tensions but 
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‘valued’ reflection as a ‘coping mechanism’ and a help with their work with 

families (Ryding et al., 2018:500). Supervisees in New Zealand wanted 

improvements in supervision structure, time for ‘reflectivity’, the knowledge of 

the supervisor and the environment provided for supervision (O’Donoghue, 

2008:18).  

 

Experts from a range of countries – Australia, Finland, South Africa and New 

Zealand – argued that the inclusion of critical reflection in supervision 

recognised the impact of ‘power, authority and control’ and offered 

opportunities for challenging the status quo, so sustaining social work values 

and promoting an organisational learning culture (Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2004; 

Noble and Irwin, 2009:354; Engelbrecht, 2010; Beddoe, 2015). Studies in 

New Zealand found child welfare social workers needed reflective supervision 

to consider their role and the socio-political context of practice and 

supervisors worked to resist ‘a surveillance role for supervision and supported 

the maintenance of a reflective space as crucial to supervision’ (Beddoe, 

2010:1279; Rankine et al., 2018). 

 

So this evidence suggests that in practice the nature and use of critical 

reflection is not fixed but is constructed in different ways in different contexts. I 

now want to consider how the use of critical reflection in supervision may be 

constructed, particularly in the UK. For example, Pithouse (1998), Rushton 

and Nathan (1996) and Saltiel (2017) found supervisors wanted to have 

knowledge of the worker to match their practice to professional and 

organisational standards and consider whether their account of work with a 

family needed further examination. Despite this recognition of professional 

and organisational standards, the empirical evidence gained in the UK from 

systematic literature reviews, surveys, interviews and analysis of real time 

supervision, suggested supervision has been managerially focussed with 

limited opportunities for reflection on practice and professional development 

for many years. These findings seems to go hand in hand with an NPM 

approach and concerns about high caseloads, retention, lack of time and the 

increased managerial duties of the supervisor (Rushton and Nathan, 1996; 

Gibbs, 2001; Ruch, 2004; Bradley and Hojer, 2009; Bourn and Hafford-
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Letchfield, 2011; Carpenter et al., 2012; Manthorpe et al., 2015; Taylor, 2014; 

Saltiel, 2017; Turner-Daly and Jack, 2017; Wilkins et al., 2017; Wilkins, 

2017a; Turney and Ruch, 2018; Wilkins and Jones, 2018). Harris (1998:849) 

argued the move from a ‘parochial professional culture’ with ‘permissive 

supervision’ in the 1970s and 1980s, as illustrated in Pithouse’s (1998) study 

in 1987, to the prominence of an NPM approach in England impacts on the 

role of the social worker as a bureau-professional (Parry and Parry, 1979) 

because the emphasis is shifted to the managerialist function of supervision. 

Instead, administration takes precedence over the professional educative, 

supportive and mediating functions (Kadushin, 1974; Harris, 1998; Richards 

et al., 1990; Ruch 2007a). This has led to a move away from the use of critical 

reflection in supervision, often seen as a professional requirement that 

encourages confidence in decision-making and autonomy (Munro, 2011).  

 

Such different constructions of supervision internationally, nationally and 

locally may be partly why Wilkins (2017:170) argued that reflective 

supervision in England is hard to provide because it is ‘ill-defined', ‘lacks a 

clear evidence base and is very difficult to do' in a local authority context. I 

now want to explore what the literature opines on the influence of the 

supervisory relationship on the use of critical reflection in supervision. 

 

  

Supervisor and practitioner relationship 

 

Kadushin and Harkness (2014:11) described the supervisor/practitioner 

relationship as ‘a small interlocking social system that is ideally cooperative, 

democratic, participatory, mutual, respectful and open’ to provide ‘the best 

possible service’ that is ‘in accordance with agency policy and procedures’. 

Pithouse’s research (1998) found the supervisory relationship to be an 

evolving negotiation that gradually revealed the identity and practice of both 

parties to each other. 

 

Six of the international research reviews and Smith’s (2000) own UK research 

found the most important attributes of supportive supervisors were those who 
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‘pay attention to task assistance, social and emotional support and a positive 

interpersonal relationship’ (Carpenter et al., 2013:1851; Mor Barak et al., 

2009; O’Donoghue and Tsui, 2013; O’Donoghue et al., 2018; Sewell, 2018; 

Wilkins, 2019). Another international review on the use of ethics in supervision 

found supervisors needed an additional quality – that of ‘ethical maturity’ to 

use critical reflection as a means to ‘ethical discernment’ (O’Donoghue and 

O’Donoghue, 2019:12).  

 

More specifically, a number of studies in the USA, UK, Hong Kong and New 

Zealand have found the use of power, impact and importance of the 

supervisor/practitioner relationship as being ‘pivotal in terms of permissions 

about the content and focus of supervision’ (Kadushin, 1992; Bourn and 

Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Leung, 2012; Pack, 2012; Ingram, 2015:908). A 

calm and trusting relationship between supervisor and social worker that set 

the right ‘tone’ enabled ethical and ‘safe practice and critical reflection’, a 

positive use of feedback and attention to self-care was found in research 

studies by Egan et al. (2017:307) and Moorhead and Johnson (2010) in 

Australia, McCarthy et al. (2020) in the USA and Biggart et al. (2017), Saltiel 

(2017:538) and Szwarc and Lindsay (2020) in the UK.  

 

In New Zealand, O’Donoghue (2012) found supervisees’ own histories 

influenced their knowledge and understanding of practitioner supervision over 

time. For example when moving from student to practitioner, or learning from 

good and bad experiences and the varied styles of supervisor or the impact of 

changing policies and practices on professional and organisational emphasis. 

Similarly in Ireland, Halton et al. (2007) and Murphy et al. (2008) found that 

the practitioner’s history of reflective learning as a student could be 

transferred into the workplace, although it was challenging to practice without 

reflective supervision or other organisational support. Yet they found that 

when the practitioners were five years qualified, this reflective approach was 

transferred to practice (Murphy et al., 2008).  

 

Supervisors’ histories and identity also play an important role in the climate of 

supervision. In New Zealand, O’Donoghue and Tsui (2012:15) developed an 
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‘emergent knowledge map for supervisory practice’ that was informed by the 

supervisors’ personal experiences of supervision, practice specialism, 

organisational context, knowledge, ethical and value base, and attention to 

the dynamics with supervisees. Hair’s (2013:1573; 2014:111-113) Canadian 

surveys found that a supervisor who promoted collaborative relationships that 

‘navigate power relations’ and provided a ‘quiet space’ helped develop a 

climate for the ‘exchange of knowledge, critically reflective decision-making’ 

and addressing ‘ethical challenges’. Similarly Wallace et al (2019:28) in New 

Zealand found that recognition of Maõri traditions ‘stimulated critical reflection’ 

in supervision.  

 

However, Yip (2006:777) issued ‘a note of caution’ to supervisors using 

critical reflection, arguing that although it could enhance professional 

development, it is a highly individual and personal experience and may cause 

distress. For instance if the social worker is unwell, or has unresolved past 

traumas, or an overly disparaging supervisor, if there is an oppressive 

organisational culture or there are threats of organisational change and cuts. 

 

In the UK, Saltiel (2017:533) found ‘a range of unofficial, tacit functions, 

embedded in the webs of social actions and exchanges’ contributed to the 

ebb and flow of supervision. Accordingly identifying when critical reflection 

takes place in supervision – a relationship that appears to be a socially 

‘impossible construct’ and ‘a situated practice’ – can be complex and 

unpredictable dependent on national, organisational and professional cultures 

and the supervisory relationship (Beddoe, 2015:152,153; O’Donoghue et al., 

2018). Consequently it is not surprising that Wilkins (2019:16) recently 

highlighted the need for further research into the supervisor’s role in England - 

particularly on how they negotiate a ‘moral climate’ in order to do ‘the right 

thing’ (Munro, 2011:6).  

 

Finally, although critical reflection is used in supervision, it is not the only 

place critical reflection can occur in the day-to-day organisational and 

professional practices of the bureau-professional – it may continue elsewhere 

in different places and other people. 
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Supervision as only one place where critical reflection occurs.  

  

There is a small body of social work literature that explores the role of critical 

reflection within formal organisational structures beyond individual and group 

supervision and wider informal and formal networks. For instance, Ruch’s 

(2004) UK research argued that organisational opportunities for critical 

reflection should be multiple and extend beyond supervision. In Ireland, peer 

supervision groups were found to be successful when practitioners were well 

prepared for the expected process of critical reflection (Dempsey et al., 2008; 

Dempsey and Halton, 2017). King et al. (2017:4) undertook a survey in 

Australia, and found practitioners used their own professional discretion and 

‘self-managed’ their supervision as ‘active agents shaping their own learning’. 

Social workers decided what they needed, turning to other formal and informal 

networks for support, debriefing and guidance. Likewise, Helm (2017), in the 

UK, found social workers used opportunities at work for informal discussions 

with different people, including peers, and this aided their sense-making and 

self-reflection, but he saw less evidence of challenge and debate, suggesting 

a continuing tension between conformity to the organisational goals and a 

more critical stance.  

 

As well as opportunities for critical reflection with ‘colleagues, clients or 

supervisors’, Ryding et al. (2018:500) found practitioners in Sweden reported 

that reflection could occur individually when ‘reasoning with oneself’. 

Ferguson (2010; 2018), in England, argued that a car provided a valuable 

mobile office for practitioners, serving as a solitary space for internal reflection 

on practice – using what appears to be our own ‘internalised supervisor’ 

(Casement, 2014:28). This view of reflection involving the ‘dialogic self’ 

(Burkitt, 2014:107) with both self and others as an embodied experience – 

recognises the role of emotions, intellect and social context and appears 

similar to Dewey’s (1910; 1933) concept of reflective thinking.  

 

This research highlights there are varied opportunities for critical reflection 

beyond formal individual and group supervision. Tsui et al. (2017) in Hong 

Kong and Wilkins (2017) in England went one step further and suggested new 
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models for workplace learning integrating counselling, coaching, consultation, 

peer mentoring, and group supervision approaches with individual reflective 

and managerial supervision.  

 

To summarise, there was a paucity of research on supervision and the use of 

critical reflection. The evidence identified current supervision models used in 

the UK and the small amount of research studies available internationally on 

how critical reflection is undertaken in practitioner supervision. The 

international literature recognised supervision as a relationship that was 

socially constructed and situated. Supervision was influenced by national, 

organisational and professional culture and the nature of the supervisory 

relationship. Critical reflection could also extend beyond formal supervision 

when practitioners used professional discretion to self-manage other forms of 

critical reflection including internal supervision.  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has looked at how critical reflection is understood in social work 

and used in the supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor. 

Reviewing the literature on how critical reflection was understood in the 

profession set the context for reviewing its use in supervision. The literature 

identified a number of seminal theorists (Dewey, 1910; 1933; Habermas, 

1971; Argyris and Schön, 1974; Van Manen, 1977; Schön, 1983; Kolb, 1984; 

Boud et al., 1985; Gibbs, 1988; Freire, 1996; Mezirow, 2000; Brookfield, 

2009) with different epistemologies outside of the profession that variously 

informed four broad social work approaches for critical reflection - Fook and 

Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007), Munro (2011) and Ixer (2016). Each approach 

drew on the seminal theorists but the approaches overlapped, and it was 

difficult to draw clear distinctions. The social work approaches identified that 

critically reflective experiential learning was an embodied practice and 

contributed to the empowerment of the learner or practitioner. This type of 

learning was prompted by a challenge, dilemma or disorientating experience 
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that helped practitioners recognise and challenge habitual forms of practice 

based on assumptions. 

 

Secondly this chapter has reviewed the literature and found a paucity of 

research on the role of critical reflection in supervision, both internationally 

and in the UK. However, there was evidence that supervision models in the 

UK drew on various epistemologies and forms of reflection and critical 

reflection. The different data collection methods – from real time supervision 

to interviews – offered different perspectives on how critical reflection was 

undertaken and recorded although critical reflection seems to be taken for 

granted in many studies with little consideration of how it is understood by 

supervisors and practitioners. Much of the international literature recognised 

the influence of the supervisory relationship and national, organisational and 

professional cultures on the socially constructed and situated nature of 

supervision. Lastly, beyond supervision, there was professional discretion in 

the use of self-managed and internal supervision for critical reflection.  

 

In light of the literature review, the research questions outlined in the Ethics 

Approval Form in essence remain the same but have been deconstructed to 

provide simplicity in answering each objective: 

 

1. What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision? 

2. How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

3. How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 

In conclusion, the policy and literature reviews in chapter 2 and 3 have 

informed and situated the research questions by identifying the history, 

debates and evidence on the understanding and use of critical reflection in 

supervision. The research questions are designed to contribute to the limited 

knowledge in this area through analysis of policy documents; interviews with 

professional development staff, senior and middle managers, supervisors and 

practitioners; observations of supervision sessions, and documentary analysis 

of supervision records. The policy and literature review support the need for 
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further research and in the next chapter, I will discuss the methodology design 

for the study. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design   
 

 

Introduction 
 

Chapters 2 and 3 reviewed literature relevant to the research questions by 

reviewing the policy context, how critical reflection is understood and how 

critical reflection is used in supervision by social work practitioners and their 

supervisor.   

 

In summary, I found national policies for England used terms such as 

reflection, critical reflection, and reflective practice interchangeably, often with 

assumptions about the nature and role of knowledge and the process of 

reflection. I then turned to the academic and professional literature to review 

theories of critical reflection. I identified four broad theoretical approaches for 

critical reflection in social work that applied the wider literature to concerns 

and recommendations for the development of social work practice. On 

examination, each framework drew on the broader literature in varied ways, 

often with a different emphasis, but they also overlapped, and so it was 

difficult to draw clear distinctions between them (Fook and Gardner, 2007; 

Ruch, 2007; Munro, 2011; Ixer, 2016). In the search for clarity, I then 

reviewed the research evidence on how critical reflection is used in the 

practice of supervision. I found a small amount of research on critical 

reflection that focussed on the organisation and supervision environment and 

supervisory practice. The research predominantly reported an emphasis of a 

managerial rather than a reflective approach to supervision. However, there 

was limited research into supervisors’ and practitioners’ perspectives and how 

they understood and used critical reflection in supervision. 

 

The literature review supported the need for further research into policy and 

practice of the understanding and use of critical reflection in supervision in 

local authority children and families social work teams. 
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This chapter will introduce the research design and review why I chose a 

constructivist approach and a case study methodology to answer the research 

questions. I will discuss methods for data collection and analysis, my 

approach to methodological reflexivity, ethical considerations and approval, 

and how I negotiated access to the research site.  

 

 

Why a constructivist approach? 
 

Theories of knowledge provide a range of paradigms defining differing ways 

to view the world and 'the nature of the relationship between the knower and 

knowable' (Lincoln and Guba, 2013:37). Qualitative research 'consists of a set 

of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible' (Denzin and 

Lincoln, 2011:3).   

 

The concept of critical reflection in social work appeared to be socially 

constructed in various ways by practitioners, managers, policymakers, 

professional regulators, inspectors, and academics. In the context of 

contestation over such a central concept in social work, any definition of 

'critical reflection' can only be tentative. The design of the research questions 

- the exploration of a range of perspectives on the policy context and the 

understanding and use of critical reflection in practitioner supervision - 

suggested a constructivist approach was useful because it assumed there are 

'multiple realities,' that knowledge is continually revised and informed by our 

own experiences, interpretations, interactions and negotiations with the world  

and knowledge is gained by using methodologies based in 'the natural world' 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2011:13; Bryman, 2012). This approach accepts the 

researcher engages with participants in the construction of knowledge. 

However, the researcher needs to ensure the knowledge created represents 

the participants' reality. I will now discuss why a case study methodology was 

suited to a onstructivist approach. 
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The research methodology – a case study approach 
 

A case can be an organisation, a person, a group, an event, or an important 

topic such as critical reflection (Humphries, 2008). A case study may use 

quantitative and qualitative approaches to data collection (Stake, 1995; 

Moriarty, 2011; Yin, 2014). I chose qualitative methods of collecting data 

through documentary analysis, observation and interviews that offered 

opportunities to capture multiple perspectives on the concept of critical 

reflection. Flyvbjerg (2006:223) argues that the knowledge gained in social 

science is always reliant on context. The detailed evidence provided by a 

case study gives nearness to real-life situations providing a more 'nuanced 

view of reality.' Thick description is required to provide enough information on 

the cultural context and the meaning given by participants to understand the 

study findings (Geertz, 1973:10). This research study was a small in-depth 

study that aimed to analyse particular and deep data to capture the visibility of 

the phenomenon of critical reflection as an organisational practice.  

 

A formal case study design offered 'an empirical inquiry that investigates a 

contemporary phenomenon (the 'case') in-depth and within its real-world 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon (in this case 

critical reflection) and context (the organisation) may not be clearly evident' 

(Yin, 2014:16). This approach offered a methodology for researching a natural 

setting, such as a local authority, with research questions focussing on 'how' 

or 'why' to analyse the complex phenomenon of critical reflection (Yin, 

2014:3).  

 

I considered a 'multiple' or 'collective' case approach but this required 

'extensive resources and time' that I did not have (Stake, 1995:5; Yin, 

2014:57). Instead, I chose a single 'embedded' case design to research a 

'common' or 'typical' case of critical reflection in two research sites (Schofield, 

2000:78; Yin, 2014:50-52). Yin (2014:55-56) argues a single case design can 
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be justified when a case is 'critical' to the concept of interest; it can be 

'unusual,' 'common,' 'revelatory' or 'longitudinal’.  

 

Within a single-case design, a single unit may be researched if there are no 

identifiable 'logical subunits' to use as different research sites (Yin, 2014:55). 

The challenge for the former is a possible failure to study the detail of the 

phenomenon. The challenge for the latter is to maintain focus on both the unit 

and subunits. Within a local authority, the most distinct subunits for this 

research were the various social work teams, within children’s services. 

Within local authority, children and families social work the teams are similar 

in organisational structure and professional social worker membership. 

However, selecting teams offering different services to children and their 

families provided a more substantial examination of the policy, organisational, 

and professional discourses within the one case study of critical reflection.  

 

 

Generalising from the particular  

 

Stake (1995:3) identifies two types of case study, an intrinsic approach, where 

the findings only relate to that particular case, and the approach I have taken - 

an 'instrumental' approach where the findings from one case may be 

significant in making a more general theoretical argument. In my study, the 

intention was to contribute to the testing of current theories and future theory, 

building in the understanding and use of critical reflection in social work 

supervision.  

 

The idiographic nature of a case study approach could lead to limits in 

generalising from the particular (Gomm et al., 2000; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Cohen et 

al., 2011). However, I wanted to design an instrumental case study where 

there was potential to generalise on the phenomenon of critical reflection. I 

was influenced by several authors who argued that a case study approach 

offered this opportunity. Schofield (2000:78) states that 'selection on the basis 

of typicality provides the potential for a good “fit” with many other situations. 

Thick description provides the information necessary to make informed 
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judgements about the degree and extent of that fit in particular cases of 

interest'. So the 'particular' of the specific case can contribute to 

understanding the 'universal' (Simons, 1996:231). Finally, Yin (2014:21) 

argues that the significance in making a more general theoretical argument 

occurs through 'analytic generalisations' rather than 'statistical generalisations' 

and the demonstration of a transparent, logical approach between the case, 

the findings, and broader conceptualisation.  

 

However, in case study research there could be criticism that the findings are 

presented to prove a previous theory, rather than provide findings that lead to 

'troubling our assumptions, preconceptions and theories' (Smith, 2009:30). 

Walton (1992:122) warns that 'cases are always hypotheses' as cases ‘come 

wrapped in theories.' So the temporality and balance between summarising 

and generalising, while keeping the sense of the data from the narratives of 

the case, are essential to communicate in order to give the case ecological 

validity (Gomm et al., 2000). The inclusion of not only representable data but 

also 'infrequent, unrepresentative but critical-incidents or events' can be as 

crucial in elucidating the case. It is not the number of incidents; it is the 

'significance' (Cohen et al., 2011:293). So the 'force of example is 

underestimated’ in generalising from a case study (Flyvbjerg, 2006:228). This 

in-depth approach offered opportunities for Popper’s test of falsification, 

where the validity of a proposition may be challenged and lead to 

opportunities for theory testing and theory building (Thomas, 2015).  

 

Denzin first identified triangulation protocols in 1984 and these were used by 

Stake (1995:112) 'to gain the needed confirmation' and 'increase credence in 

the interpretation' of data. My decision to use different data collection methods 

provided a strategy for 'data source triangulation' that allowed me to examine 

whether the phenomenon of critical reflection 'carries the same meaning' or 

varied for participants 'when found under different circumstances' (Stake, 

1995:112-113). The concept of 'methodological triangulation’ also fits well with 

a constructivist approach because I anticipated a range of data collection 

methods would provide a multitude of different perspectives of the case of 

critical reflection 'within its real-world context’, supporting opportunities for 
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generalising from the particular and adding strength to the quality of the 

conclusion of the case study (Stake, 1995:114; Yin, 2014:16). Interviews, 

observations, and documentary analysis are commonly used in a case study 

approach and offered methods to research how critical reflection was talked 

about, practiced, and written into policy by different participants (Stake, 1995). 

I will now discuss the data collection methods used in the study.  

 

 

Data collection  
 

A range of methods were used in order to answer the research questions. 

Evidence from policy documents, theoretical approaches, government, 

organisational, and theoretical definitions on critical reflection was used to 

pose externally defined (etic) themes that informed the development of 

interview questions and direct observation prompts. However, issues were 

expected to emerge from those belonging to the case as the research 

progressed (emic issues). The 'emic’ issues were then related to the 'etic’ 

issues to consider alternative and contrasting views (Stake, 1995:20).  

 

To understand the policy context, I undertook a documentary analysis of 

relevant policies and audio-recorded 9 semi-structured interviews with the 

senior and middle managers, who comprised service managers, heads of 

service, the assistant director and professional development staff in the 

associated hierarchies for the two teams.  

 

To explore how critical reflection was understood and used in supervision, I 

included this topic in the audio-recorded semi-structured interview with each 

of the middle and senior managers and professional development staff (9 in 

total). I undertook and audio-recorded semi-structured interviews with the 

supervisor and practitioner pairs, interviewing each person separately before 

and after each observed session (48 interviews in total - 24 with practitioners 

and 24 with the supervisors).  
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To identify how critical reflection was understood, used and recorded in 

supervision, I observed and audio-recorded two supervision sessions 

between three practitioners and their supervisors in each of the two teams (12 

sessions in total). I undertook and audio-recorded semi-structured interviews 

with the supervisor and practitioner separately before and after each observed 

session (48 interviews in total - 24 with practitioners and 24 with the 

supervisors). I was given access to the anonymised supervision record for 

each observed session. 

 

All participants completed an anonymised questionnaire that provided details 

of their professional identity that included age, ethnicity, gender, disability, 

qualifications, role and employment history to provide a context for the case 

study.  Each participant's demographic details are not referenced in order to 

maintain confidentiality but general data is provided in Chapter 5.   

 

There is a need to 'minimise misrepresentation and misunderstanding' of the 

data in order to ensure the data collected has validity (Stake, 1995:109). The 

case study design needed to be open to scrutiny by providing an audit trail of 

evidence independent of the thesis or reports. I created a confidential 

electronic database to store information from each source and used 

NVIVO10/11 to hold transcripts and categorise the data in accordance with 

the Data Protection Acts (1998; 2018). I kept 'substantive fieldnotes’ of the 

interviews and observations, making descriptive, methodological and 

analytical notes (Burgess, 1991). I completed a research diary using a file with 

descriptions of 'places, events, activities, people, and conversations' 

(Burgess, 1991:167). 

 

Having outlined the range of methods of data collection I used, I will now look 

at each method of data collection – documents, interviews, and observations 

– and then go onto look at data collection.   

 

 

Documents 
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Documentation is a common source of evidence used in case study research 

because it offers a structure that can be 'reviewed repeatedly' and can provide 

evidence over time of 'many events and settings' (Yin, 2014:106). On the 

other hand, documents can be hard to retrieve, the full set of documents may 

not be provided, and how they are written can be biased (Stake, 1995). 

 

To answer the research questions, I needed to identify the policy context for 

critical reflection in supervision via an exploration of national and local policy 

statements and documentation. Yin (2014) argues that there is not a hierarchy 

of evidence. Instead, documentation can be triangulated with other methods 

offering corroboration or contradiction of data from other sources. For 

example, how did critical reflection appear in the supervision record, 

compared to how it was enacted in the observed session, talked about in 

interviews and prescribed in policy documents? 

 

Policy documents and supervision records provided an official view of the 

organisation to the internal and external world with what Schein (2017:18) 

calls 'artifacts' of 'visible and feelable structures and processes'. Atkinson and 

Coffey (2011:80) identify that documents ‘often enshrine a distinctively 

documentary version of social reality' that may or may not reflect how policy is 

enacted in the everyday practice of critical reflection in supervision. 

 

The government and professional policies were open access to the public via 

the internet and identified and analysed in the literature review in Chapter 2. 

To provide the context of the study local authority, I focussed on Ofsted public 

access documents from recent inspection reports, government-produced local 

community statistics, and local authority data produced by the Department of 

Education on the types of services offered to children and their families, e.g. 

safeguarding, children in need.   

 

A manager was appointed as the contact person for the study. They provided 

me with internal documents outlining the organisational structure, and 

workforce statistics. I found that critical reflection was embedded in a range of 

policies. I relied on middle and senior managers and professional 
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development staff to provide organisational policy documents relevant to the 

research questions. However, there was the possibility of selective bias by 

members of the organisation and myself based on expectations and 

assumptions about where critical reflection may be written into policy 

documents. I needed to keep an open enquiring mind to consider how 

knowledge of critical reflection was constructed through policy documents 

(Bryman, 2012). 

 

I viewed documents from the workforce development strategy that 

encompassed policies, procedures, practice guidance, minutes of the 

workforce development group, and an internal audit of supervision practice. I 

was also provided with a workforce survey on the Standards for Employers of 

Social Workers (LGA, 2014). These documents are referenced simply by the 

initials LA, name and date in the text and not in the bibliography, to maintain 

confidentiality.   

 

The policy documents provided me with valuable information about the local 

authority context and the policy language of reflection, critical reflection, and 

supervision. Like other methods of data collection in this case study, a 

constructivist approach recognised that documents do not hold objective 

facts. Instead, they offered particular perspectives on the understanding and 

use of critical reflection in the organisation.  

 

For example, understanding the workforce development strategy, its origins, 

and purpose, I was able to trace how the resulting policy, practice, and 

guidance documents evolved. Crucial to understanding the case of critical 

reflection was identifying who authored the various documents and who was 

the expected audience. How policy documents and minuted meetings were 

written could reflect the bias of the author (Yin, 2014). For example, policies 

were written by cross-cutting workgroups or senior managers. Some policies 

were seen as more functional, and others were preferred by particular 

workgroups (Bryman, 2012). The 'inter-connectedness of documents' known 

as 'intertextuality' was also considered (Bryman, 2012:555). For example, how 

the leadership and coaching policy and the supervision policy describe critical 
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reflection and how the minutes of the workforce development group reflected 

the development of the strategy over time. 

 

 

Interviews 

 

I undertook one semi-structured interview with each of the middle and senior 

managers and professional development staff and individual interviews with 

supervisors and practitioners before and after each of the observed 12 

supervision sessions. Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed.  

 

An agenda was identified for the semi-structured interview to ensure a focus 

on the research topic. Broad questions acted as an 'aide memoir,' providing 

flexibility for the interviewee to provide their views (Burgess, 1991:108; Stake, 

1995; Bryman, 2012). I anticipated that interviews would tell me how 

participants talked about critical reflection. I was aware that critical reflection 

may or may not be similarly understood, so getting a sense of insider cultural 

understandings and use of critical reflection was essential. However, there 

were drawbacks to using only interviews because they rely on recall by the 

participant, which may be different, difficult to articulate, biased, or not contain 

a full account of what occurred.  

 

Pithouse (1998:187) reminds us that as experts in communication, ‘social 

workers are veterans of the interview (...) it is quite possible for them to 

manage skilfully their contribution to the research interview'. Responses could 

depend on what they think the interviewer wants to be told or because of 

pressure to comply with the dominant views held by the organisation. When 

interviewing middle and senior managers, it was important to consider that 

their role was inverted in order to engage them. I found Flick's advice useful – 

to ensure I was able to meet expectations, be credible and confident and an 

informed 'competent dialogue partner' (Flick, 2014:231).  

 

In discussion with my supervisor, I designed three sets of broad questions 

with prompts - one set for the senior and middle managers and professional 



	 71	

development staff and pre and post interviews for supervisors and 

practitioners (see Appendix 7 and 8). I avoided 'why' questions as they 

encourage a defensive reaction, whereas 'how' type conversations provide 

more scope for the participant and do not demand a 'right answer' (Becker, 

1998:58-60).  

 

The identity of the interviewer, such as 'race', class, gender, age, class, dress, 

can influence engagement with the interviewer and responses given. For 

example, there is some evidence that women interviewers gain more honest 

responses than men, and black interviewers of black respondents gain 

different results to when the interviewer is white (Cohen et al., 2011:423). As 

a white, middle-class, older woman, a qualified social worker and academic, I 

needed to be reflexive in my approach. 

 

To build rapport, I began by revisiting the research process and purpose and 

ensuring participants’ consent. I then asked them to describe their role as a 

lead into the focus on critical reflection. I worked reflexively to maintain a 

neutral, relaxed, and encouraging stance in the interviewing process. For 

example, not preferencing any particular theories of critical reflection by 

showing greater interest and assuring participants that there were no right 

answers, and their views were my central research interest (Yin, 2014).  

 

My questions needed to be open, responses listened to and where relevant, 

developed to cover known or new areas so participants’ stories could be told 

with all their complexities, variations and similarities of culture and language.  

Spradley (1979:19) identifies how varying styles of questions elicit different 

types of data. Descriptive questions provided evidence of activities, e.g. how 

would you describe the session? Whereas structural questions explored how 

knowledge was constructed, e.g. how do you know it is critical reflection? 

Lastly, contrasting questions encouraged comparisons with other situations, 

e.g. if I asked other practitioners, what would their views be about critical 

reflection? 
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I made notes on the interview schedule to add areas that had been raised in 

the interviews so I could ask and develop these in subsequent interviews. For 

example, I noted new policy initiatives, surveys, and people with relevant 

roles, e.g. other professional development staff. 

 

Nicolson (2003:141) addresses the need for reflexivity in recognising the 

relationships formed in the interview process, especially if the participants 

were interviewed on several occasions, as with the pre and post-observation 

of observed supervision interviews. She identifies that this type of research 

can become 'inevitably a form of intervention' and that 'it demands a reflexive 

consciousness from both participants.' Wolgemuth et al. (2015:354) identified 

'a growing body of literature to the potential value of interviews as 

opportunities for self-reflection, appraisal, catharsis, being listened to, 

responded to emphatically and to being validated.' It was notable that through 

the consecutive interviews with participants, they entered a process of 

reflection on the concept of critical reflection. It appeared they found some 

worth from the interviews and had thought about the concept between 

interviews, e.g. exploring the internet for the concept and talking to 

colleagues. 

 

 

Direct observation of supervision 
 

I undertook direct observations of 12 supervision sessions, all lasting between 

1.5 and 3 hours. Each session was audio-recorded and transcribed. I used a 

narrative format with an observation schedule containing prompts for 

identifying types of critical reflection. I was flexible in the times I was available, 

relying on the active participation of supervisors and practitioners to arrange 

dates, well in advance, on days I could attend. Due to the service, there were 

occasional changes in supervision times due to emergencies, attendance at 

court, leave, and illness.   

 

'Observation methods stand in a class of their own. Observation allows the 

researcher to see what people do rather than what they say they do' (Morgan 
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et al., 2017:1061). Direct observation of supervision offered evidence of 

context and an opportunity for collecting real-time data on critical reflection 

practice between supervisors and practitioners. I wanted to consider if the 

supervisor and practitioner perspectives on critical reflection were similar or 

different.   

 

There is a distinction between direct observation, also called non-participant 

observation, and participant observation (Bryman, 2012; Yin, 2014). With 

participant observation, the observer 'may assume a variety of roles within a 

fieldwork situation and may actually participate in the actions being studied' 

(Yin, 2014:115). I chose to undertake direct observations of supervision 

sessions in a non-participant role. Here the observer has a passive role, 

whether observing formal occasions or informally throughout the fieldwork. 

Data collection has a continuum of formats. An 'unstructured observation’ 

records as much information as possible about participants’ behaviour in a 

narrative form (Bryman, 2012:273). For a 'structured' or 'systematic 

observation', an 'observation schedule' is designed to ensure that specific 

behaviours are recorded systematically, maybe using periods of time or 

incidents (Bryman, 2012:272,273).  

 

The design of the schedule for observed supervision sessions incorporated 

both approaches. The observation schedule had simple-to-use prompts (see 

Appendix 9) (Bryman, 2012). The prompts identified key etic themes of critical 

reflection from the four social work approaches identified in the literature 

review – Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007), Munro (2011), and Ixer 

(2016). 

These were: 

 

• Styles of communication and facilitation 

• Focus on a significant experience/ critical incident. 

• Reflecting on action: does thinking and/or theory of practice change?  

 

The narrative notes consisted of a running description of the physical setting 

and interaction details with timings. Besides the description in another column 
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were comments on the process and my hypotheses about how and where 

critical reflection may be taking place using the observation schedule as a 

guide and prompt. My additional thoughts and reflections helped to test and 

build on theory on the understanding and use of critical reflection in practice, 

policy, and the literature.  

 

Recording and transcribing the full transcript avoided data collection that was 

selectively recorded by the observer, and a narrative approach avoided 

immediate fragmentation of the supervision session when collecting the data 

(Bryman, 2012:284; Morgan et al., 2017). 

 

Through direct observation, I was familiar with the supervision session that 

was the focus of the post-observation interview, so my interviewing style could 

recognise their experience. The interviews took place straight after the 

observations when the experience was most likely to be remembered and 

recounted and allowed participants to offer their meanings to their behaviour 

in the observation rather than the researcher 'imputing meaning' and offering 

their interpretation (Geertz, 1973; Bryman, 2012:284).  

 

The direct observation role required methodological reflexivity. It was 

essential to develop trusting relationships and rapport with the participants 

(Burgess, 1991). The role could be hard to maintain, but I managed this by 

sitting out of the supervision ‘circle' avoiding eye contact and holding a 

neutral, quiet, relaxed, but engaged stance. The ability of the researcher to 

encourage the participants to carry on as they would usually is essential. 

 

However, the influence of the direct observer role was inevitable with the 

possibility that participants behave differently from usual and may have 

wanted to be viewed positively (Bryman, 2012). For example, there was some 

anxiety from supervisors and practitioners about doing 'it' (critical reflection) 

the right way, which required reassurance from me there was not a 'right' way 

in this research. By observing supervision twice, I aimed to mitigate concerns 

that this may be a 'one-off' staged performance (Becker, 2009). For example, 

two of the practitioners thought one of their two supervision sessions were 
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tougher when I was there. On a positive note, supervisors and practitioners 

said they got used to me being there and forgot about me; another 

commented with humour on not being so frightened of me anymore.   

 

I will now discuss how I undertook the data analysis. 

 

 

Data analysis 
 

Yin (2014:168) identifies 'four principles’ for a strategy for 'high-quality 

analysis’ of the case study data – attend to 'all the evidence', consider 'all 

plausible rival interpretations', maintain a focus on the research questions, 

and ensure the researcher draws on their previous expertise in the case study 

topic.  

 

This instrumental case study on the phenomena of critical reflection required 

examination and categorisation of data (Stake, 1995). The data analysis 

provided opportunities identified in the methodology for both theory testing 

and theory building by using the particular of a typical case to see if there was 

the potential to make a more general theoretical argument. 

 

Following Yin's four principles, I used a model of qualitative data analysis by 

Dey (1993). Dey (1993), like Yin (2014), recognises the knowledge and 

understanding of the broader context the researcher brings to the case study, 

unlike grounded theory for example, which builds theory only from the data. 

The model provides an iterative process of 'reading and annotating,' 

'categorising,' 'linking and connecting,' 'corroborating' and finally 'producing an 

account' (Dey, 1993:265). 

 

I used qualitative data analysis software (QDAS) NVivo 10/11 as a tool to 

categorise, sort, match, link, and corroborate anonymised transcripts from the 

interviews and observations. NVivo provided a fast and manageable way to 

store and retrieve data, contributing to a comprehensive analysis with an audit 

trail (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013). Policies and related documents were 
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electronically filed to enable access, cross-referencing, and triangulation with 

the data held on NVivo.    

 

I adopted an iterative 'middle order approach' that recognised the need for a 

'holistic' perspective identifying broad categories and a 'bit-by-bit' approach 

examining the detail of the data (Dey, 1993:104). This analysis led to the 

generation of initial categories using the research questions and 

subcategories. I identified clear definitions for each category to avoid 

duplication across categories.  

 

However, flexibility and methodological reflexivity were required to search for 

contradictory and ‘rival interpretations' and avoid bias through preferencing 

my knowledge base, for example, or reaching premature conclusions (Yin, 

2014:168). I initially read and re-read policy documents and all the transcripts, 

seeking clarity, re-listening to the interviews and supervision sessions as 

required. Following Dey (1993:88), I used annotated 'memos', using NVivo to 

record 'observations and ideas about the data' in transcripts and highlighting 

with comments for policy documents. When categorising a 'bit' of data, I 

considered how context might influence meaning (Dey, 1993:125). Categories 

were defined, extended, redefined, reduced through an iterative examination 

of the data to reach 'a category set which is conceptually and empirically 

“grounded” in the data' (Dey, 1993:126). Initially, I identified categories by 

drawing on relevant knowledge of critical reflection, supervision and the 

professional and policy context already defined externally to the case and 

used to pose the research questions (etic themes). For example, initially, I 

subcategorised the data examples of critical reflection based on the external 

theoretical prompts used in the observation of supervision schedule. As 

categories emerged from those belonging to the case (emic themes), using 

Dey's (1993:265) model of 'linking and connecting' and 'corroborating', data 

was redefined to become part of the final subcategory, ‘The perspectives on 

the practice of critical reflection in individual supervision’. 

 

I analysed the full range of data within and across interviews, observations, 

and policy documents to strengthen the quality of the case (Yin, 2014).  
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Cohen et al. (2011:293) emphasise the inclusion of not only representable 

data but also 'infrequent, unrepresentative but critical-incidents or events' as 

these can be as important in elucidating the case. It is not the number of 

incidents; it is the 'significance.' With this in mind, I have represented the 

views of the full range of participants (middle and senior managers, 

professional development staff, supervisors, and practitioners) in the identified 

categories. 

 

 

Methodological reflexivity 
 

Reflexivity, as with 'critical reflection', means different things to different 

people.  Bryman (2012:393) refers to 'methodological reflexivity.' Here, 

researchers are aware of the socio-political context of their role and are 

'reflective about the implications of their methods, values, biases, and 

decisions for the knowledge of the social world they generate.' I used a 

research diary and recorded observational and interview field notes to think 

through issues of designing, planning and undertaking the research and as a 

source of data to reflect back on during the analysis phase. 

 

Bryman (2012:394) identifies three sub meanings for methodological 

reflexivity – 'methodological self-criticism', only used in ethnographic research 

and not used here; 'philosophical self-reflection' (…) of one's own beliefs and 

assumptions'; and 'methodological self-consciousness’, which considered the 

relationships with study participants and the role of the researcher in the 

'construction of knowledge.'  I will elaborate on my use of the last two below. 

 

 

Philosophical self-reflection 

 

I was aware I was an 'outsider' going into the organisation but an 'insider' by 

profession and specialism. The emotional and physical proximity of 'practice 

near research' means the 'boundaries of the researcher's self are likely to 
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become fluid and uncertain' and I found I needed to actively manage and 

maintain my researcher role to avoid blurring with my other familiar roles of 

teacher, practitioner, supervisor, and coach (Cooper, 2009:432). I was aware 

of my identity and how this may impact the situation e.g. by being seen as an 

expert or 'out of touch.' I shared similarities and differences in social work 

experience, such as age, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, disability, and 

parenthood with participants, and there were likely other similarities and 

differences not evident or discussed. I aimed to be open, honest, kind, 

transparent, and inclusive, working to avoid discriminatory assumptions and 

language, very much as in a social work role. I wanted to build trust and 

engagement with the research questions. 

 

 

Methodological self-consciousness 

 

I realised early on that I needed to organise a clear plan for undertaking the 

collection of data within the 6-9 month timescale. Using a research diary was 

central to keeping track of the research process, both practically in terms of 

dates and times for planning and review meetings and collection of data but 

also to record thoughts, ideas and reflections on the case as the research 

developed. 

 

The practice of reflexivity should be integrated through all the research 

phases from design, gaining access, building trust, collecting and analysing 

data through to reporting (Tracy, 2010). I considered methodological 

reflexivity in each research phase, for example, as a reader of policy 

documents and as an interviewer and observer. 

 

Methodological reflexivity is often evidenced in field notes. Initial examples of 

my methodological self-consciousness and philosophical self-reflection from 

my early field notes are provided. With both examples, I focussed on 

maintaining a researcher role and resisted joining in a discussion ‘practitioner 

to practitioner'.   
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In the first example, I worked to maintain neutrality that recognised the issues 

from the participants’ perspective in the context of the research questions - 

'needing to keep in researcher mode when hearing familiar practice issues of 

thresholds, transfer of cases between teams, difficulties in cramming so much 

into supervision’ (Observation field notes, 30.01.15)  

 

In the second example, I was aware of my professional assumptions about 

the shared language of critical reflection and supervision in social work in 

order to stay true to the process of exploring in depth the understanding and 

use for the participants during the interviews - 'I am feeling more relaxed in 

developing an interview-style and following up on interesting angles of critical 

reflection; I must not assume a shared language and ask follow up questions 

for further clarification!' (Interview field notes, 11.03.15). 

 

 

Ethical Approval  
 

Ethical concerns were considered throughout the research process, from 

design to conclusion. In this study, ethical considerations were to ensure the 

research was justifiable, that informed consent from participants included 

providing information on their rights and limits to confidentiality and privacy, 

that I did no harm to the participants and organisation and gained consent to 

publish (Burgess et al., 1991; Bryman, 2012). In my role as a student and 

academic I ensured the research satisfied the Royal Holloway, University of 

London research guidelines (RHUL, 2010).  Additionally, as a registered 

social worker with the HCPC and now Social Work England, I am required to 

meet the professional standards whether in a practice, educational, or 

research social work role. I am required to maintain confidentiality but 

understand the limits when there may be a risk to self and others. 

 

A culture of openness and transparency was fostered to ensure participants' 

agency when making voluntary and informed consent. Participants were 

provided with the information and consent forms well in advance with 

opportunities for questions and clarification about the research topic and 
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process (see Appendices 2,3,4,5). It was essential to recognise that individual 

workers may have felt compelled to take part even if they were reluctant. I 

thoroughly explored consent with each participant at every interview or 

observation, recognising the nuances of 'situated ethics' (Humphries, 

2008:27).   

 

When transcribing and reporting the data, anonymity and confidentiality were 

maintained by using numbers and titles only for participants, e.g. Senior 

Manager (SM), Middle Manager (MM), Supervisor (S), Professional 

Development Staff (PDS) and Practitioner (SW). Teams were not identified in 

the data to protect participant confidentiality. The organisation was solely 

named 'the local authority.' Data was stored in a university computer and 

portable disc, all password protected and in a locked filing cabinet in line with 

the previous and current Data Protection Acts (1998; 2018). Consent forms 

were kept separate from the data.  

 

Finally, in the information sheet, I identified how I would respond to potential 

risks and safety issues to participants, and others talked about where 

information may need to be shared to safeguard them. For transparency and 

openness, I was clear that as a registered social worker, I would identify and 

discuss my worries with my supervisor and seek consent from the participants 

where possible.  

 

Ethical approval was sought and agreed by the University in November 2014, 

and the local authority permission was granted in December 2014. The 

research followed the research guidelines for Royal Holloway, University of 

London (RHUL, 2010).   

 

 

Access to the research site 

 
Gaining access to a research site may be complicated and time-consuming 

(Burgess, 1991). I needed to consider the value my research topic could have 
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and be confident in what I was proposing. I was aware from published 

inspections (Ofsted: Lewisham, 2012a) that Ofsted required evidence of 

critical reflection and reflective supervision and this was a live topic causing 

considerable discussion in local authority children and family social work 

services. 

 

I understood that making connections was necessary to gain access to a 

research site (Lofland et al., 2006).  I began initial informal consultations with 

senior managers, supervisors, and practitioners about the value and focus of 

my research topic. My experience as an 'insider' social worker contributed to 

my ability to recognise and discuss current issues for practice. One senior 

leader I knew enquired as to whether the organisation could be considered as 

a site for the research.  

 

Gaining access to this research site re-emphasised to me the importance of 

consulting with social work employers and other stakeholders when deciding 

the focus of 'real world' research. Inevitably there had to be value for the 

organisation and an openness to allow researchers into the organisation.  

 

Once the university ethical agreement was confirmed, I approached this local 

authority formally and I sent the research proposal, with the information 

sheets and consent forms. Within one month, the director and local authority 

research governance approval was granted. I found that the power the lead 

manager held led to a focussed and fast access to the research site, taking a 

month from the initial agreement to a planning meeting with the middle 

management leadership team, who had already discussed and gained 

agreement from senior managers, team leaders and practitioners in two 

teams.  

 

I was aware that gaining permission to observe this organisational and 

professional practice involved an initial building of trust, continual negotiation, 

openness, and honesty, not only between the researcher and the senior and 

middle management leadership team but with supervisors, the teams and 

practitioners (Burgess, 1991).  
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My first meeting was with the middle management leadership team to discuss 

the research, the information sheets, and consent forms, answer questions 

and plan the next steps to progress the research if consent continued. The 

senior managers had already agreed and wanted to proceed, and two teams 

had been provided with the research information and had agreed to 

participate – one focussing on permanence for children and another team for 

children and families in need.  

 

At this initial meeting and as part of what Burgess (1991:50) would call a 

'research bargain' I agreed to share the key findings with the local authority, 

respecting confidentiality and anonymity, and deliver these in the form of 

briefings or workshops depending on what emerged and what they required. 

 

Following the meeting, I was provided with email addresses to contact the 

middle and senior managers with line management responsibility for the two 

teams, the relevant professional development staff, and the team leaders.  

 

All had been briefed or introduced by email to me. I emailed each person the 

participant and consent information, offering a phone call or meeting to clarify 

and answer questions, and invited them to partake in the research. All 

consented except the Head of Learning and Development, who declined, 

stating their role was too distant from the research topic. Taking insider 

recommendations, I was instead introduced to two different professional 

development staff who supported the teams. I contacted the team leaders to 

meet individually with each of them.  

 

With this top-down organisational approach, I was very aware that the team 

leaders might feel pressurised to partake in the research. I emailed the 

research information and consent forms introducing myself to the team 

leaders and asked to meet with them individually, to discuss the research, 

consider and gain consent and to learn about their role and the team. They 

were very accepting, interested in the research topic, and gave consent.  
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I had anticipated negotiating an introductory period, spending time with each 

team to allow me to familiarise myself with the organisational context in which 

they work. In reality, there was limited space, with each team owning an area 

of desks that operated as a 'hub' within a large open plan office. There was a 

'hot desking' approach, and some practitioners chose to sit in different parts of 

the building. In practice, the introductions to the teams were more formal and 

occurred through team meetings.  

 

I was invited to the team meeting to see who among the practitioners may be 

interested in participating. I presented the research and provided the 

information sheet and consent forms and encouraged questions about the 

research process and discussion about the topic. The team leaders were 

positive and supportive of the research in the meetings, and three 

practitioners from each team expressed interest.   

 

However, there were fundamental issues to address in building trust for 

consent to the observation and audio recording of supervision. There are 

times when supervision can be an emotional process, and personal matters 

are discussed. I was able to reassure participants that if they did not want me 

there, I would leave, and they could cancel at any time — the opportunity to 

review consent throughout built trust and choice. 

 

Another critical question before I gained consent at team and practitioner level 

was clarity on 'reporting back to management’ about their practice from the 

observed and recorded supervision sessions. It was essential to emphasise 

that the observations were not an assessment or a need to 'get it right’ but a 

focus on the participants understanding and use of critical reflection and these 

were the findings that would be anonymously reported when the study was 

completed. I needed to remind and discuss this with all participants 

throughout the research process.  

 

Participants were aware that confidentiality would be respected, with no 

reporting back, unless I became 'aware of particular risks and safety issues in 

relation to participants or others talked about where it is necessary to share 
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information to safeguard service users and carers or others’ (see Appendices 

2 and 3 – Research Information Sheets). Then I would seek the advice of my 

supervisors and seek participants’ consent where possible.  

 

After the meeting, I emailed the practitioners with the information and consent 

forms, asking them if they had any questions and were still interested in taking 

part. All six practitioners agreed to take part. One practitioner later dropped 

out but was replaced by another team member.  

 

Bergman and Wettergren (2015) emphasise the emotional labour required to 

continually negotiate and renegotiate access to the research site and the 

participants. For example, flexibility was required in negotiating how to meet 

the teams and reflexivity to 'establish rapport' while maintaining 'integrity' 

personally and professionally regarding the research question and research 

design (Bergman Blix and Wettergren, 2015:691).   

 

 

Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, I have set out the rationale for using an instrumental, 

embedded, single case study to research the phenomenon of critical 

reflection. The design reflected a constructivist approach because the concept 

of critical reflection in social work appears to be socially constructed, with 

many different understandings among policymakers, practitioners, managers, 

and academics. 

 

The location of the two research sites was identified as two different children 

and families teams. The design offered the opportunity to research teams 

offering varied services to children and their families, allowing a more 

substantial examination of the policies and the understanding and use of 

critical reflection in supervision. 

 

Three qualitative methods of data collection – documentary analysis, semi-

structured interviews and direct observation –  were outlined. Data was 
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analysed using an iterative holistic and detailed approach to categorisation 

(Dey, 1993).  

 

I have outlined my approach to methodological reflexivity and considered 

important ethical considerations for this study and how I negotiated access to 

the local authority research site.  

 

In the next chapter, I present the findings from the case study. To provide a 

context to the case, the chapter begins with a 'thick description’ of the local 

authority and the two children and families social work teams within it before 

the findings are presented (Geertz, 1973:10). 

 

The findings will be presented in relation to the research questions - the 

organisational policy context for critical reflection in supervision, how critical 

reflection was understood by all participants and how critical reflection is used 

in the supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor.   
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Chapter 5: Findings  
 

 

Introduction  
 

This chapter will provide a summary of the issues to date and then provide the 

context to the case with a 'thick description' of the local authority and the two 

children and families social work teams within it (Lincoln and Guba, 2013:40). 

Thick description is required to provide enough information on the cultural 

context and the meaning given by participants to understand the study 

findings (Geertz, 1973). 

 

I will then identify each research question as the main category with 

subcategories identified in the data collection. These are:  

• What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision? 

• How is critical reflection understood by all participants? With 

subcategories – commonalities of understanding and the focus of 

critical reflection. 

•  How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? With subcategories – the 

perspectives on the practice of critical reflection in individual 

supervision, supervision as a relationship that is socially constructed 

and situated and supervision as only one place for critical reflection. 

 

The literature review in Chapters 2 and 3 identified the need for further 

research into the understanding and use of critical reflection in supervision in 

local authority children and family social work teams in England. Critical 

reflection was often undefined in English policy and practice, and the four 

broad theoretical approaches used in social work practice overlapped, 

drawing on the seminal theorists in varying ways and with different emphasis.  

 

In Chapter 4, I set out the rationale for using an instrumental, embedded, 

single case study to research the phenomenon of critical reflection. I outlined 
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my approach to methodological reflexivity, considered important ethical 

considerations for this study and how I negotiated access to the local authority 

research site. The location of the two research sites was in two different 

children and families teams within one local authority. The fieldwork for this 

study took place between January and October 2015 and I used three 

qualitative methods of data collection. To understand the policy context within 

the organisation, I undertook a documentary analysis of the policies identified 

by the middle managers and interviewed nine participants - five middle and 

senior managers and four professional development staff (Principal Social 

Worker, Learning and Development Officer and two professional development 

staff). The semi-structured interviews with middle and senior management 

leaders and professional development staff also focussed on how critical 

reflection was understood and used in the supervision process. To identify 

how supervision is understood, used and recorded in practitioner supervision, 

I undertook direct observations of twelve supervision sessions with 

practitioners and their supervisors, 48 semi-structured interviews (24 before 

and 24 after with each supervisor and practitioner) and documentary analysis 

of supervision recordings. I analysed the data I collected using an iterative, 

holistic and detailed approach to categorisation (Dey, 1993).  

 

 

The context for the case study - one local authority 
 

The case study location was a city local authority in England with a diverse 

population of approximately 250,000 residents, of which 25% are children. It 

was within the highest 25% of local authorities in England for the poverty 

indices (Dept of Communities and Local Government, 30.09.15).  

 

Children's Services was one of six directorates within the authority. The 

Children's Services Directorate provided safeguarding and social care, youth 

and education services for children. The research site was within the 

safeguarding and social care division. The stated ambition of the service was 

the provision of ‘child-centred outcome-focussed services delivered by 

confident, capable practitioners enabled by effective leadership' (Winter 
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Leadership Briefing, 2015). Children in need or with concerns for child 

protection were in the midrange for all local authorities (DofE, 2016). The 

number of children looked after by the local authority was below the national 

average. (DofE, 2016a) 

 

Figure 5.1 provides an outline of the organisation structure, highlighting in 

bold the hierarchy and teams in the case study. An Assistant Director led the 

division that consisted of four senior managers who were heads of service. 

Each service had middle managers known as service leaders, and team 

leaders who managed the social work teams. The quality improvement 

service managed three of the professional development staff, including the 

Principal Social Worker (PSW). The learning and development officer was 

based in the workforce development team in the finance division. This 

research focussed on two teams within the children’s services directorate. 

One team worked with children in need as part of the safeguarding service 

and the second team found and secured permanence for children not living at 

home. Each team consisted of a team leader and six practitioners and a 

student. In the safeguarding team, the caseload ranged from 13-22 families 

for each practitioner, predominantly with children and families in need, up to 

four families where the children were on child protection plans, and between 

0-4 families where the local authority had initiated care proceedings. The 

permanence team worked with between 12-16 children each.  
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Figure 5.1 Organisational Structure (Yellow shading indicates people interviewed and teams involved in the study) 
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The practitioners and professional development staff were from predominantly 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) backgrounds and the majority were 

women – all qualified social workers except one of the professional 

development staff (see Figure 5.2). The supervisors were women and men 

from BAME and white UK backgrounds. The senior and middle managers 

were women and men from white UK backgrounds. In terms of social work 

experience the practitioners were newly qualified or had a range of social 

work experience from 1-19 years, supervisors had from 15-24 years post-

qualification experience, the professional development staff had between 5-35 

years, and middle and senior managers had between 10-35 years experience 

(see Figure 5.3). 
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Figure 5.2 Demographic Information of Participants  
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Figure 5.3 Length of Qualified Social Work Experience 
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The division and teams all shared one floor in an open-plan office. There was 

a core hub of desks for each team but not a desk for each member. Team 

members chose to sit together or sit in other areas of the office. Service 

users, carers and other professionals accessed social work services via a 

corporate reception team. The reception area contained rooms to see children 

and their family and hold conferences and meetings. 

 

Supervision took place in a private room in the open-plan building. There was 

a table, chairs, a computer screen on the wall and a keyboard. The screen 

provided the supervisor and practitioner with access to information from 

electronic files and a place to record plans and decisions on the child and 

family record and the supervision record.  

 
The fieldwork was undertaken in 2015 when the local authority had 146 

practitioners who held ’cases’ and 21 practitioners who undertook duty work 

with children and their families or worked in the adoption and fostering 

service.  In that year, 1 in 4 practitioners left. Overall, 49% of the current 

practitioners qualified in the last two years. This local authority had an 

average staff turnover rate but a lower vacancy rate than the national average 

rates in England (DfE, 2016b). There were no vacant posts in the two teams 

researched, and each team had 2 practitioners undertaking or near 

completion of the Assessed and Supported Year of Employment programme 

(ASYE), 3 experienced practitioners, and 1 agency practitioner, so broadly 

reflecting the social work workforce in this authority.  

 

A survey was undertaken of directly employed social workers, and social care 

staff – approximately 170 in total  – in the authority. The survey, which had a 

66% return rate, was designed to provide feedback to the organisation on 

meeting the Standards for Employers (LGA, 2014).  They found 92% were 

satisfied with supervision, with 91% identifying it as a place to reflect on 

practice and performance. Provision of successful opportunities for reflection 

outside supervision was identified by 92% with 63% accessing the 

professional development staff, 89% agreed the local authority provided a 

positive learning culture and they had been able to contribute to reflective 
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practice and leadership in their team, although only 62% felt consulted and 

involved in changes to the organisation. Being able to resolve issues with their 

supervisor was at 89%, and 93% felt they were empowered to reach 

professional judgements. However, 80% said they did not spend enough of 

their time on direct work with children and families.  

 
The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) 

reports to policymakers about the effectiveness of its children’s services. 

Ofsted inspected the local authority pre and post this study and awarded an 

overall 'good' rating. Ofsted requires practitioners in local authorities to 

demonstrate evidence of critical reflection in supervision – 'even though they 

[Ofsted] do not define and describe' what is expected (Wilkins, 2017:165).  

The first Ofsted inspection, while positive, identified that the local authority 

needed to evidence reflection in supervision consistently and praised the 

professional development staff for providing additional opportunities for 

practitioners to develop reflective practice. The Ofsted report following the 

study praised the local authority for their leadership coaching and critical 

reflection approaches and their contribution to a culture of good social work 

practice that encouraged ownership, effective decision-making and reflective 

supervision. Practitioners informed inspectors that supervision provided 

challenging and supportive reflection. Inspectors reported supervision records 

contained evidence of reflection, reasoning and decisions, but this needed to 

be more consistent across the service.  

 

This thick description of the local authority and the two teams within it as 

research sites did not form part of the findings. It provided the context to the 

case study, helped to understand the meanings participants gave and 

assisted in making a more generalised argument from the findings of the case 

study. 

  

I wanted to find out the local authority policy approach to understanding and 

using critical reflection in supervision in order to consider these alongside the 

national and professional policies. I undertook a documentary analysis of the 

policies and interviewed nine participants - five middle and senior managers 
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and four professional development staff. The findings are identified in the next 

section. 

 

 

What is the policy context for critical reflection in 

supervision? 

 

This section will present the local authority policy context for critical reflection 

in supervision. The middle managers and the participants - five middle (MM) 

and senior managers (SM) and four professional development staff (PDS) - 

identified the essential documents detailing the authority’s approach to critical 

reflection as the workforce development strategy and associated policies, 

guidance, practice documents and meeting minutes (LA, 2014, updated 

2015).  

 

 
The workforce development strategy 
 

Post Munro (2011), the workforce strategy was developed from mid 2014 – 

2015 to close ‘the capabilities gap in the workforce’, and recruit and develop 

‘a skilled children’s social care workforce with ambitious leaders’ (LA 

Workforce Development Group, 2014:1). The aim was to move away from a 

predominantly managerial approach and develop a professional leadership 

approach. This strategy formed part of the local authority Children and Young 

People Plan 2014-17. As a result, the workforce had already reorganised into 

small functional social work teams of six practitioners, and a team leader and 

a Principal Social Worker were appointed.  

 

There were five key areas in the Workforce Development strategy that 

provided evidence of the policy context for critical reflection in supervision. 

Central was a cross-cutting departmental approach to the design and delivery 

of supervision. Other policies supporting critical reflection were the ‘leadership 

and coaching approach’ for everyday interactions about practice, the ‘Critical 

Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ document (LA, 2015), redesigned job 
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descriptions for practitioners, which included requirements to critically reflect 

with supervisors supporting reflection, and a focus on critical reflection 

through learning and development for ASYE practitioners, practice educators 

and LSCB training. 

 

The contribution of these policies to the organisational culture was recognised 

by senior and middle managers and by two of the professional development 

staff that were members of the workforce development group developing and 

delivering the policies:  

It’s about being a leader in terms of social work practice, in terms 

of how the values are embodied in what we’re doing. It’s about 

thinking about the coaching model of management and leadership. 

It’s about thinking (…) listening rather than telling and doing. It’s 

about moving away from that micromanagement and sort of 

empowering social workers. Because one of the big things we’ve 

been working on for a few years is we could see that we had a real 

challenge with social workers understanding their own 

responsibility and promoting their autonomy and encouraging team 

leaders to do the same (MM4).  

I do think, amongst senior managers, I have seen that shift 

towards how can we get people to be more autonomous? (…) 

Making decisions for themselves instead of going to the manager 

(…) being self-critical, being self-reflective, using their own 

judgement, trusting their own judgement more and not wanting that 

model where the social worker is just, you know, a tell me, robot 

who does what they’re told (PDS4). 

How critical reflection was designed and delivered thorough the supervision 

policy and supported by the other four key policies will now be reviewed using 

evidence from participant interviews on how the policy was enacted. 

 

 

Critical reflection - Supervision policy and practice 
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The supervision policy document (LA, 2013) was part of the workforce 

development strategy and developed by the authority to improve reflective 

supervision in response to recommendations of the Social Work Reform 

Board (DoE, 2010). It offered a framework explicitly linked to the internal and 

external employer and professional requirements for social workers (BASW, 

2012; HCPC, 2012; LGA, 2014; DfE, 2014).  The national standards for 

employers of social workers in England required that supervision takes place 

for usually no longer than 1.5 hours and frequency depended on experience 

and level (LGA, 2014). These professional and organisational expectations 

reflect the nature of social workers as the bureau-professional (Parry and 

Parry, 1979).  

 

A group involving workers from all levels designed the policy and toolkit. 

However, one middle manager questioned the accessibility of the policy, 

stating: 

 

It's almost like a book on supervision and the problem with all the 

text which has all quotes from there, quotes from here, this model 

that model, but what you find with many policies and procedures is 

the mind-set around it. Do people understand what that is? Is it 

usable? (MM4) 

 

The policy required supervision to meet the combination of ‘organisational, 

professional and personal objectives that promote the best outcomes for 

service users' and contributed to ‘developing confident and competent 

practitioners’ and retaining staff (LA, 2013:5). Nothing was stated about the 

competing demands or priorities raised by these different objectives when 

promoting the best outcomes for children and their families. Supervision could 

occur informally through discussion between supervision sessions or by 

‘management oversight’ through reviews, discussion or reading of the case 

file. Formal supervision was required to follow the ‘Supervision Template’ in 

Figure 5.4 (LA Supervision policy, 2014:11). The supervision policy was 
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prescriptive in expecting an agenda item for ‘casework/practice and reflection' 

but not prescriptive about the process of reflection.  

 

 

Figure No 5.4 Supervision Template 
	

1. Check-in 

2. Review minute/decisions last supervision 

3. Caseload/workload management – to include whether chronologies 

have been completed 

4. Casework/practice and reflection 

5. Compliments/capabilities and performance 

6. Professional development/training 

7. Annual leave/Toil/Rota Day 

8. Health and Safety 

9. Professional Registration 

  

The policy identified five main functions of supervision – workload 

management, professional development, support in the role including 

developing resilience, engagement with the wider service and reflection. The 

document consistently used the terms ‘reflective’ supervision and ‘reflection’ 

on practice (LA Supervision Policy, 2013:7). Reflection was identified as 

‘active questioning and challenge alongside support and development’ and 

was linked directly to assessment and decision-making in practice throughout 

the policy. For example, the supervision agenda item number 4, 

‘CASEWORK: decision-making and reflection’ stated: 

 

Supervision provides an opportunity to focus on the challenges 

faced by supervisees in carrying out their work. Reflecting on what 

work has been done and plans for future interventions is a key 

part of this. Supervisors play an important role in testing out and 

challenging the assumptions on which professional judgements 

are based. Discussion should focus on what went well and how 

things could have been done differently, improvements in practice 
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and the quality of relationships. It is these judgements that shape 

the decisions on cases. Supervisors should explore with 

practitioners the emotional impact of cases and establish whether 

this is affecting professional judgement as well as how barriers to 

effective work on cases can be overcome (LA Supervision Policy, 

2013:7).  

 

The ‘toolkit’ offered supporting guidance and templates ‘to encourage 

reflective and analytical supervision at all levels of the organisation’ 

(Supervision Policy, 2013:12). There was a proforma for the supervision 

agreement that identified the provision of ‘a safe relationship to reflect on 

challenging issues' with an expectation that the supervisor offered supervision 

within the ‘empowerment and coaching model'. There were further proformas 

for recording supervision and chronologies, a ‘reflective exercise' checklist to 

ensure the child's right to be listened to, in-depth case analysis, risk analysis 

tools and a list of open questions to prompt critical reflection. Supporting 

literature was provided with a link to ‘reflective and analytical theories’ that 

provided an article by Morrison and Wonnacott (2010) outlining the 4x4x4 

supervision model that applied Kolb’s experiential learning cycle to the four 

functions of supervision.  

 

The change in emphasis to more reflective supervision was visible to the 

professional development staff. One identified that ‘definitely from working 

with practice educators, students, ASYEs, Principal Social Worker and other 

learners, there is a great momentum to ensure people are making the 

distinction between casework supervision and space for critical reflection' 

(PDS4). 

 

However, senior and middle managers thought the emphasis on reflective 

supervision in the supervision policy was not implemented uniformly. MM5 

stated ‘I think from my own supervision of my line managers, the 

conversations they are able to reflect back to me they’ve had with specific 

workers would support that it is occurring to varying degrees’. For example, 

for one middle manager (MM4), practitioners may not consistently make use 
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of critical reflection and not everyone can critically reflect easily. However 

senior managers anticipated that the process could be supported by the 

leadership and coaching policy, for example SM3 commented: 

The team leaders are starting to ask themselves the right question 

like, “But where is the optimal point between me allowing potential 

risk to a child, because somebody needs to learn and they’re not 

doing it in a way that I know works”. So how do I as a team leader 

start to get that balance right between enabling people to make 

mistakes, be coached, learn, and when do I say, actually, it is time 

for command and control because (…) that’s the right question to 

ask. I mean if you’ve got a huge gap in your knowledge base as a 

new social worker about the likely causation of fractures in a 

young child, you can’t say, “Well let’s have a long coaching 

session to explore that further.  

Both senior and middle managers (SM2, MM5 and MM4) reported that in 

order to build a supervisory relationship, a conducive environment that 

recognised power dynamics was needed for practitioners to feel safe enough 

to identify stress, to critically reflect on feelings, values, anti-oppressive 

practice; and ‘admit when they’ve made mistakes’ (SM2).  

 

The supervision policy required that supervision was formally recorded and 

audited. Practitioners had a personal supervision record that cross-referenced 

by file number with the supervision case discussion for the child and family 

record. There were expectations of an ‘adequate trail of discussion and 

decision-making', but there was no guidance or stipulation as to how or where 

to record critical reflection (LA Supervision Policy, 2013:14). SM3 and MM4 

identified that good examples of recording demonstrated the practitioners' 

ability to analyse their work, consideration of any change in direction with 

plans and outcomes reached with the child and family. For example, ‘where 

you see social workers had a discussion with their supervisor about issues 

like start again syndrome and the dangers of starting again on neglect cases 

and not looking at the history’ (SM3). Senior and middle managers identified 
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an absence of critical reflection when only ‘a list of jobs’ appeared (MM5) or 

when records of critical reflection did not match reality. Professional 

development staff did not comment on recording, perhaps because the policy 

prescribed only the supervisor undertook recording.  

 

Senior and middle managers recognised that Ofsted inspectors expected to 

see records of critical reflection in electronic case files and that this varied in 

practice. They identified the need to use the language of critical reflection to 

illustrate practice. However, getting the complexity of social work into records 

was exacting. Practitioners’ supervision records had been reviewed on one 

occasion and found to provide positive, ‘insightful and in-depth' examples of 

supervision that were not merely task-focussed (SM1). But for senior and 

middle managers, knowing if the policy was implemented was more complex 

than checking records. For example, SM1 said ‘I think we do need to have 

some focus on the supervision session, and actually what we see in 

supervision and what happens in supervision because this stuff doesn’t 

happen by stealth.’ So as part of the quality assurance framework, the 

supervision policy included twice-yearly observation of practice for 

practitioners and of supervision for supervisors. There was also peer review 

between teams with auditing of electronic files. This had a focus on risk and 

decision-making, planning and impact of the intervention for children and their 

families. However, neither requested evidence of critical reflection.  

 

Additionally, in 2013 and 2014, the senior leadership team decided to gain a 

better understanding of supervision throughout the division. They observed 

and analysed 14 observations of supervision sessions between middle and 

senior managers, team leaders and practitioners (LA, 2014). Findings of 

relevance to the study were sessions used the agenda guidance, the policy 

toolkit was not used, trusting relationships were demonstrated through open 

and honest communication, there were examples of effective questioning that 

promoted the leadership and coaching approach and reflection rather than a 

‘tell and do’ approach and there was a need for supervisors to use greater 

challenge using ‘why’ questions when discussing the child and their family.  
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I will now focus on the findings from the four policies providing support for 

critical reflection in supervision. 

 

	
Critical reflection and the leadership and coaching policy 
 

The leadership and coaching approach was introduced to increase the pace 

of change post Munro (2011). Senior leaders identified that a distributive 

leadership approach, encouraging and enabling leadership at all levels of the 

organisation was developed to change the everyday interactions about 

practice across the organisation – so moving away from a top-down approach 

with a focus on procedures. The coaching model included reflection as one 

element and encouraged ‘probing questions rather than providing solutions or 

advice’ to avoid habitual behaviour ‘in interactions about children’s cases’ (LA, 

Leadership Briefing, 2015). Senior and middle managers acted as role 

models. A senior manager and one of the professional development staff 

introduced the approach to the practitioners while supervisors were taught 

coaching skills within supervision training. To support the model and provide 

uniformity of approach there was ‘a script for transactions' that shifted ‘the 

balance from "tell and do" to coaching, learning and improvement' (Social 

Work Development Group report, 2014).  For instance, one of the senior 

managers said:  

 

We've been quite strongly promoting a different kind of transaction 

in talking about children's cases to try and move it away from tell 

and do, command and control, to more of a coaching model (…) 

there are a huge number of transactions about children’s cases 

that don’t just involve the team leader and the social worker’ (…) it 

works best if the person you're having a transaction with is not 

giving you all the answers and telling you what to do but is 

adopting more of a coaching model (SM3). 

 

The intent was to encourage the worker to develop their analysis of the 

required intervention that could then be discussed and debated. 
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The ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ document  

	
The ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ document was compiled and 

distributed to staff to raise awareness of various critical reflection forums 

beyond supervision. (LA, 2015). The document recognised different and 

developing discourses for critical reflection and included the local leadership 

and coaching model. A variety of critical reflection approaches were 

recognised - Schön (1983), Kolb (1984), Boud et al. (1985), Fook and 

Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007), Munro (2011), Williams and Rutter (2013) – 

based on Gibbs model (1988) and a systemic reflexive approach. There were 

reflective practice groups in the Youth Offending Service, children’s centres, 

schools, Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), reflective 

consultations with the substance misuse coordinator, regular impact review 

meetings with case discussion to prevent the need for repeated child 

protection plans, and Early Permanence Planning Panels for practitioner and 

supervisor to consider permanence options for children. The one-to-one 

reflective sessions for practitioners with professional development staff also 

offered something different from supervision: 

 

This is where it's different, in that my whole hour and a half can be 

devoted to one specific case. And within that, it's usually a case 

where a social worker's just stuck. And that doesn't mean that the 

social worker isn't performing well. I mean, it happens to us all. 

(PDS3) 

 

The document provided explicit links to the division's focus on enhancing 

child-centred practice and supporting supervision. For example:  

 

 A coherent framework (…) these are some of the places you could 

 reflect in forums, but there's also how you might reflect on a case 

 yourself. And how you might reflect on a case with your 

supervisor. So that's where we want to get to (…) It's not just about 

supervision (…) we want people to be doing it all the time (…) it’s 
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about what would it look like and what sort of models are we using 

to inform that (MM4). 

 

 
Critical reflection and the policy for career pathways  
	
The practitioner career pathways for level 1-4 were introduced as part of the 

restructuring process in 2014. Level one was for the ASYE or a practitioner 

new to the practice area. The ASYE portfolio required a ‘reflective case study' 

and ‘reflections' on being observed in practice and a ‘critical reflection' on their 

professional development. Increased experience was recognised by levels 2 

to 4. The level 1 and 2 job descriptions identified a developing understanding 

and use of ‘reflection’ on their practice, moving to ‘critical reflection’ at level 3 

and 4 with an expectation of autonomous expert practice within a team and 

organisational context. 

 

The practitioner levels replicated the professional and organisational 

requirements of the bureau-professional social worker with mapping to the 

division’s own children’s social work capabilities model, devised from the PCF 

(BASW, 2012) domains, the KSS for child and family social workers (DofE, 

2014) and the HCPC SOPS (HCPC, 2012). Unlike the PCF, there was no 

explicit domain for critical reflection. The supervisor job descriptions required 

them to support practitioners in ‘reflection'. Otherwise, critical reflection was 

not evident in the professional development staff and senior leaders’ job 

descriptions.  

  

 

Critical reflection and the policy for learning and development  

 

The strategy promoted ‘using leadership opportunities at all levels to shape 

and develop services, on-the-job coaching, mentoring, shadowing, 

experiential learning, e-learning, classroom training and post-qualification 

credited courses’ (LA, Workforce Development Strategy, 2014). The role of 

the learning and development team was to extend the provision of 
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opportunities for critical reflection beyond supervision. This was achieved 

through focussed support for ASYE and practice educators. While the Local 

Safeguarding Board multi-agency training brochure (LA, LSCB Brochure, 

2015) offered thirty-seven multi-agency training courses on safeguarding, risk 

and direct work with children with six courses referencing either reflective 

practice, critical reflection or reflective supervision.  

 

This section presented the organisational and professional policy context for 

critical reflection in supervision. Five key areas in the workforce development 

strategy were analysed with evidence from participants on how the strategy 

was enacted – all used varied terms for critical reflection. The supervision 

policy was core to understanding the policy context for critical reflection in 

supervision and required supervision to meet a combination of ‘organisational, 

professional and personal objectives that promote the best outcomes for 

service users' (LA, 2013:5). These objectives were offered within a framework 

explicitly linked to the internal and external employer and professional 

requirements for social workers (BASW, 2012; HCPC, 2012; LGA, 2014; DfE, 

2014) reflecting the social work role as a bureau-professional (Parry and 

Parry, 1979). The supervision policy used the terms ‘reflective supervision’ 

and ‘reflection on practice’ for the supervision of work with children and their 

families.  

 

The other four areas of the strategy placed varying emphasis on the 

professional and organisational requirements. They all used a range of terms 

for critical reflection and provided a supportive context for the development of 

critical reflection within supervision. For example, the leadership and coaching 

approach was used to refer to interactions across the organisation and 

included the term ‘reflection’; other documents talked about ‘critical reflection’, 

‘reflexive practice’ and the opportunities for critical reflection beyond 

supervision (LA, 2015); the redesigned job descriptions for practitioners 

expected differing levels of ‘reflection’/’critical reflection’, with supervisors 

expected to support supervisees’ reflection; the strategy for learning and 

development offered opportunities beyond supervision for ‘critical reflection’, 
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‘reflective practice’ and ‘reflective supervision’ to meet the critical reflection 

requirements of the profession and organisation.  

   

Having explored the policies, I will now move on to present the findings on 

how all the participants in the study understood critical reflection. 

 

 

How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

 

The literature review in chapter 3 identified many different and overlapping 

terms when talking about critical reflection – reflective thinking, 

conscientisation, reflective cycles, the reflective practitioner – and the findings 

on the policy context in chapter 2 also found that varied terms such as ‘critical 

reflection’, ‘reflection’, ‘reflective practice’ and ‘reflective supervision’ were 

used to represent organisational and professional expectations. In this 

section, I will outline how critical reflection is understood within and across the 

different groups in the study authority (senior and middle managers, 

professional development staff, supervisors and practitioners). Two main 

subcategories have emerged from the findings: commonalities (with some 

variation) in understanding critical reflection; and the focus of critical reflection 

– ‘critical’ as criticism and critical reflection as practice focussed – which 

identifies further similarities and differences.  
 
 

Commonalities in understanding critical reflection  

 
The local authority did not have a particular approach and recognised the 

competing definitions and claims for critical reflection introduced in the 

document ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice in Children’s Services’ 

(LA, 2015). There was a reference to models in the supervision policy that 

provided a theoretical backbone. Overall there was a ‘generic approach’ to 

understanding and using critical reflection, avoiding the use of one model.   
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Senior and middle managers 

	
Senior and middle managers identified the understanding of critical reflection 

to include ‘reflective problem solving’ (SM3), ‘exploring sets of assumptions’ 

(SM2) and ‘holding up a mirror and questioning’ (SM1).  

 

Critical reflection was defined in different ways and often as a process, both 

internal and in dialogue with others. For example, as a ‘war, I am having in my 

own head (…) whereas with someone else it may be more analysis' (MM5) or 

to ‘ask myself questions and challenge myself and sometimes I will talk to 

other people as well if I’m dealing with difficult or tricky decisions where I think 

I need to think things through’ (SM3). 

 

During self-reflection or when talking to others, there was a sense of thinking 

about how to resolve a complicated issue. It was ‘more likely to happen, I 

would suggest, when we're a bit stuck, or we've got final evidence, and maybe 

an expert has come up with something totally off radar to where everybody 

was thinking’ (MM5). 

 

Critical reflection may take place among professionals in a formal meeting:  

 

What’s stuck? Who’s stuck? Is it you? Is it the family? Is it the 

professionals? Professional anxiety, a lot of our conversations in 

various meetings are about how do we manage anxiety, you know 

for the social worker, the team leader, or other professionals. (…) 

so we anticipate something being difficult (MM4). 

 

Critical reflection could challenge habitual ways of working with a child and 

their family: 

 

Habit is the danger of getting stuck into rigid patterns of thinking, 

and so it's a similar kind of issue in the sense that you need 

another pair of eyes and another kind of reflection, a challenge, a 

questioning. But I think people who are more experienced and 
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seasoned, the risk is, ‘Oh well I've seen it all before. I know what 

it's about kind of approach. Well, you don't, because situations are 

often unique and different’ (SM3). 

 

Senior and middle managers recognised that in practice, models could and 

would be adapted: 

 

It's a really personal and personally skilful interaction isn't it? (…) 

you can't say to somebody, ‘This is the model you're going to use, 

go off and do it!' because it might work for three, but the rest of the 

seven are going to struggle, so people will have to find their way 

(SM1). 

 

 

Professional development staff 

	
The professional development staff identified various approaches to critical 

reflection – ‘reflective supervision’ by the supervisor, ‘systemic critical 

reflection’ offered by the family therapy service (PDS1), critical reflection that 

incorporated reflective questioning, and use of research to promote 

practitioner autonomy (PDS3). Professional development staff generally used 

the language of critical reflection with reference to the requirements of the 

profession. They identified the domain for critical reflection in the PCF that 

informed their educative role, but PDS4 commented that different universities 

interpreted critical reflection in different ways. 

 

The critical reflection models identified by this group were Schön (1983), Kolb 

(1984), Boud et al. (1985), Fook and Gardner (2007) and Williams and Rutter 

(2013). Different professional development staff had preferred models. For 

example, PDS2 identified the stages of Kolb's model, giving an example of 

using this model with the Williamson and Rutter (2013) model to explore a 

practitioner's feelings. PDS1 preferenced Schön (1983): 
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In terms of the reflection on action and reflecting in action and 

reflecting on the actions (…) So I use that hugely when I have 

students because for me that's when they are doing a home visit, 

to really reflect and for me, that's reflecting in action, (…) then we 

will go away and reflect on action.  

 

Professional development staff provided descriptions of critical reflection. For 

example, ‘how would I do it differently now than I did it before and why have I 

changed and what’s made that change, but also looking for the new 

information, I think, as well and realising that you’re not the finished article, 

that you know there’s always more’ (PDS4).  

 

Critical reflection was described as an opportunity to explore feeling ‘stuck’ in 

work with a child and their family (PDS1). Facilitation occurred through 

dialogue by ‘deconstructing and reconstructing’ (PDS3) the situation the 

practitioner brought. ‘Reflective questioning’ and other tools were used, such 

as genograms to encourage ‘depth and analysis’ (PDS2).  

 

Professional development staff emphasised critical reflection as the 

exploration of feelings, personal and professional values, and the religious 

and cultural context for the practitioner and child and families worked with. 

Feelings were an essential part of the dialogue: 

 

We can’t just work in silence, we need to always consider how we 

are feeling, the impact of my feelings. (…) you need to be able to 

know where you’re coming from in your own experiences of how 

that may impact on decisions you’re making for families, whether 

you are very vigilant, over vigilant or whether you are not vigilant at 

all and you’re quite desensitised. (PDS1) 

 

There was recognition in their facilitator role that undertaking critical reflection 

may be uncomfortable for practitioners: 
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For us, in critical reflection, we touch the core of their own feelings, 

the value-based cultural issues, and the dynamic, the risk analysis. 

We look at safety. We go deep down. It is very uncomfortable 

sometimes. You can think it's very emotional. We have to create 

that safety for the workers. Without being safe, we can't do that 

piece of work. The other thing is about being experienced (…) but 

you need to have that level of experience to manage that kind of 

containment (PDS2). 

 

PDS3 captured this shared sense of critical reflection to describe the sessions 

they offer to practitioners: 

 
Reflective practice is an excellent forum to engage social workers 

in deconstructing and reconstructing cases in an attempt to 

ascertain what they could have done differently (…). This practice 

lends itself to increased confidence and for workers to become 

more proactive in the quality of their social work, drawing on 

knowledge, developing knowledge and practice wisdom. In so 

doing, social workers are supported in exploring their feelings 

about cases whilst weighing up the positives and the negatives, 

and also have an awareness of values and implications for 

practice, thus resulting in being able to undertake clear analysis 

and formulating action plans. 

 

	
Supervisors 

	
Supervisors particularly focussed on the use of critical reflection in supervision 

although they acknowledged the leadership and coaching approach as an 

approach for the wider organisation. Supervisors drew on their own 

experience and were guided by the supervision policy. S2 reported critical 

reflection was a difficult concept to pin down:  
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I suppose we can attach to the supervision document as many 

pieces as we want, as many documents as we want and as many 

graphs as we want. We still have different meanings for different 

people, and it should actually be a bespoke service because social 

workers have different meanings, and it should be according to 

their meanings. 

 

S1 pondered the elements of critical reflection:  

 

It is still a bit of a mystery exactly what critical reflection means (…) 

in my supervisions I am able to challenge in terms of critical 

analysis of what is going on within the cases, and the work that the 

worker is doing. And we certainly spend quite a lot of time 

reflecting on issues both in terms of the social worker’s work and in 

terms of what is going on within the cases.  

 

They recognised that a practitioner’s capacity for and engagement in 

reflection could increase when they were ‘bothered about something' (S2) that 

had not gone to plan. This led to greater engagement in how they felt, the 

impact on themselves and for the child and family. S1 identified a process of 

engagement about ‘what can we do differently (…) to get a better outcome for 

the children that we're working with and also for ourselves in terms of our 

work that we're doing day-to-day (…) to stop ourselves all burning out?’ 

 

Supervisors described the dialogue as using a range of open, prompting and 

probing questions leading to ‘unpicking’ (S2) situations and exploring feelings, 

values, cultures and assumptions the practitioner may have about themselves 

or others. It may be exploring alternative views and plans and encouraging 

the practitioner out of their ‘comfort zone’ (S2). For example, ‘what impacts on 

the work is sometimes what other workers did on the case, sometimes it's life 

experiences, and sometimes it's your own set of values and morals’ (S2). 

 

Supervisors defined how they facilitated critical reflection. It could be a 

'reflective interaction' (S1) with a collaborative approach; for example when 
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exploring how to promote ‘life opportunities’ (S1) for children in care. 

However, this required attention to detail, and ‘supervisors must be able to 

unpick cases with the workers and get to the bottom of what is actually going 

on and then make a decision, rather than hearing the story from the worker 

and making a decision based on the story’ (S2). S1 described this as ‘making 

informed decisions (...) about the best way forward rather than pulling out 

opinion and hoping for the best.’  

 

The need to meet immediate organisational tasks and issues and build and 

sustain a positive supervisory relationship was evident in the balancing act 

between the broader supervisory agenda that included ‘professional and 

personal objectives’ and critical reflection (LA, 2013:5). For example, S1 

stated: 

 

 It keeps coming back to dilemmas and priorities (…) I would have 

 been quite happy to talk all those values through a bit longer. But 

 then I was conscious of the time, and I was conscious that we 

can't just sit here and in two hours come out and say, "Oh well, 

hopefully, that’s really helped you, but we don’t actually discuss 

any of these cases in any great detail”.  

 

 

Practitioners  

	
Practitioners focussed on defining their experience of critical reflection. At 

times, the concept was not easy to describe. SW1 commented ‘I know what 

it’s meant to be, I think. I know it’s not therapy (…) but it’s supposed to help 

with the supervisee.’ SW3 said ‘I would like to think that everybody is doing it 

in their own way’. SW2 stated: 

 

Yes, sometimes I ask myself what critical supervision or reflection 

is (…) making sure that we are thinking as practitioners and 

reflecting on our actions (...). It is about past experience, what 

we're doing now and what will it influence in the future as well as 
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using the theoretical information and the power of the different 

theories (…) to use and learn from your own experience (...) And 

also be able to be accountable and have an explanation of when 

you reach a conclusion or a decision.  

 

The role of the professional development staff sessions had similarities with 

how reflection models were used at university, so offering some continuity for 

ASYE practitioners. Recently, qualified practitioners identified a cycle of 

critical reflection that involved a description of the incident, what went well and 

not so well, analysis, conclusion and action for the future.  Some, like the 

professional development staff, linked critical reflection directly to the 

theoretical models of Kolb (1984), Schön (1983) and Gibbs (1988) – all learnt 

at university – but they did not articulate the intricate detail provided by the 

professional development staff. For example, SW5 provides a clear outline:  

 

Kolb talked about the learning, the experience, so what I do is I 

tend to look at an experience, and what the experience is and then 

I look at what happened during the experience or the event. My 

thoughts, my feelings and how that influences me to make the 

decision at the time (…) afterwards I'll probably think about what 

happened and what led to me making the decision (…) whether I'd 

have made a different decision or handled things differently and 

then look for an action, what I could do differently next time (SW5). 

 

Schön (1983) appeared to assist with learning how to manage the temporality 

of contemporary practice. SW5 commented with ‘Schön, I like the whole thing 

about reflection in action, because it's all about thinking about this profession, 

it's so fast-paced, and it's very challenging that sometimes when you're put on 

the spot to make decisions, it can be a really, really difficult thing to do.' 

 

SW4 found Gibbs’ model (1988) easiest to remember, commenting ‘I 

sometimes think that I've done it without realising, like I haven’t gone, right, 

that stage and that stage and that stage.’ 
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Practitioners identified critical reflection as a process of internal dialogue - 

‘playing these things over in your mind’ (SW6) ‘chewing it over’ and ‘being 

curious’ (SW3) that evolved from ‘feeling stuck’ (SW2), ‘feeling bothered’, 

(SW3) uneasy or dissatisfied with some process in their work.  

 

Once these inner thoughts and feelings were shared with another person 

such as a supervisor, professional development staff or other expert, 

expectations were that critical reflection provided ‘a different take (...) a 

different angle' (SW4) or ‘a fresh pair of eyes' (SW2) and helped when 

‘struggling and needing a kick start' (SW6). 

 

Within supervision, SW1 identified an almost enforced process of learning to 

critically reflect when the supervisor asked open-ended questions that 

required more than a yes or no. 

 

Experienced practitioners identified critical reflection as more of a generic 

process they chose to access when struggling with a solution or way forward 

in their practice: 

 

Reflection also can take place in a sense that you are using 

somebody's knowledge and past experience to help you to open 

up whatever it is that you are doing, the task that you are involved 

in (…) So, for instance, it is not led by the (facilitator), it is led by 

me, (…) there is more control, and sometimes what I will find, 

particularly in that situation (…) the ideas flowed, and once the 

ideas began to flow, she asked me more questions and I was able 

to then pull all the … everything I need, all the information I 

needed, because it was just there, I was just struggling' (SW6). 

 

However, the experience of critical reflection could be uncomfortable. SW3 

captured this, saying ‘you've kind of thought that something went really well 

and then actually maybe it didn't (...) I’ve made an assumption (...) now that 

learning process doesn't necessarily feel like, oh that was really lovely 

learning.’   
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This section has reviewed the findings from senior and middle managers, 

professional development staff, supervisors and practitioners and identified 

not only commonalities but variations in emphasis for different groups’ 

understanding of critical reflection. The next section will review findings on the 

focus of critical reflection and further draw out similarities and differences in 

the understanding of critical reflection.  

  

 
The focus of critical reflection 
 

In this section I will look specifically at how the term ‘critical’ is understood and 

used with the term ‘reflection’ and then turn to consider findings on whether 

critical reflection is always practice focussed. 

 

 

Critical as criticism 

	
The findings identified that participants in each workgroup offered varied 

understandings of the ‘critical’ in critical reflection. Views of the idea of ‘critical’ 

predominantly reflected the common-sense definition of judging and finding 

fault or giving constructive appraisal during the feedback process, rather than 

a focus on critical theory.  

 

Professional development staff found that experienced workers could take a 

common sense view of ‘critical’ that was problematic because they viewed the 

offer of critical reflection sessions as a criticism of their practice rather than a 

supportive and constructive service: 

 

I found that some of the more experienced workers would think, 

ooh, well, why do I need to see somebody, you know. Are they 

criticising my practice? And I said, “No” (…) what I now find, the 

more experienced workers, who really know their work, love 

coming to my sessions. And they say, “Oh, there should be more 
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of you (…) because they can see the value in their practice being 

looked at in, if you like, in minute detail’ (PDS3). 

 

Middle managers also used the common sense understanding of ‘critical’ 

when considering how critical reflection could be perceived by practitioners, 

suggesting this type of ‘critical’ could make it less safe for the practitioner to 

be open (MM4, MM5).  

 

For supervisors and professional development staff, the understanding of 

‘critical' was part of the process of giving constructive appraisal as feedback. 

S1 commented  ‘I mean, “critical” doesn’t have to be negative (...) it’s about 

challenging in a realistic way and trying to be supportive but challenging, 

again, doesn’t have to be negative. You can challenge in a positive way; you 

can get people to think about alternative ways of doing things’. However, the 

deconstruction process undertaken as part of critical reflection could also be 

received as negative criticism, rather than a constructive process (PDS3).   

 

One practitioner (SW4) identified ‘critical’ as a constructive approach to 

evaluating social work theories, models and approaches for practice. Another 

defined the difference between reflection and critical reflection as:  

 

When I'm reflecting, that's self-directed, and I'm just kind of (...) 

mulling over what's happened (...) I'll get some confirmation, or 

something will maybe make me realise that I could have done 

something differently. And, critical reflection, I would say was more 

like today where it's sort of maybe steered by somebody else in 

that they're challenging you to find answers that maybe you haven't 

reached yet (…) more reflexive (…) feels a bit more painful  (SW3).  

 

For one middle manager, the ‘critical’ in critical reflection was defined as a 

critical theory approach to social work that addressed structures, power and 

dynamics ‘but I don’t know if other people see it in the same way’ (MM4). 
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One of the professional development staff made the distinction between 

technical, practical and emancipatory reflection with reference to Taylor 

(2000), who draws on Habermas. Seeing Jan Fook speak informed their 

description of critical reflection ‘which I think had quite a profound impact on 

my thinking on why we need critical reflection (…) she talked about the way in 

which social work is changing because communities are changing, structures 

are changing’ (PDS4). 

 

 

Critical reflection as practice focussed 

 

Senior and middle managers, professional development staff, supervisors and 

experienced practitioners all defined critical reflection as having a practice 

focus. The description considered the practitioner’s professional role in an 

organisational context, including support and well-being, the emotional 

dimensions of practice, the practitioner relationship with the child and their 

family, making best judgements and decisions, and achieving good practice 

outcomes. A significant emphasis was on how critical reflection could assist 

social workers to be resilient, able to manage the emotional impact of their 

organisational and professional role and recognise that society expects them 

to be infallible even when they cannot be. For example: 

  

To help social workers be strong emotionally. Because what I 

can’t have is people who just can’t manage dealing with what is 

difficult, painful, hard, upsetting, frightening a lot of the time, scary, 

well scary, you know, challenges all your kind of desires for 

security and stability’ (SM2). 

 

Critical reflection could also include an exploration of practice themes rather 

than single case related issues, for example, child sexual abuse, which can 

be a challenging area of social work (SM3). 
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Senior and middle managers varied as to whether the focus of critical 

reflection was only on practice or extended to organisational functioning. For 

example, SM2 described critical reflection as useful for considering team 

relationships and dynamics. Although supervision at this level was described 

as often service-driven, there could be opportunities for critical reflection to 

explore ‘personal challenges' or staffing issues, for example (SM1, MM5).  

 

While experienced practitioners identified critical reflection as having a 

practice focus, recently qualified practitioners questioned the organisational 

focus of critical reflection, as it differed from the expected focus on self at pre-

qualifying level: 

 

It’s hard here because critical reflection as a social work student in 

comparison to what happens in supervision here is two very 

different things, here it is more to do with case management where 

as a student you try to apply theories to the practice that they are 

doing (…) I guess I am evaluating what went wrong, what I would 

do differently in the future (…) it could be I’m not noticing it 

because it’s in a different format to what I was using before (SW4). 

 

SW3 saw critical reflection itself as an organisational task with a full reflective 

cycle to be undertaken in supervision although SW3 identified that the 

practice of critical reflection may and could continue to completion afterwards: 

 

And then as I sort of think about it or plan it a bit more, I think okay 

(…) then maybe I do have an idea of what that looks like. So, that's 

why I kind of sometimes feel like I don't really go the full cycle in 

supervision with some things.  

 

To summarise, this section has explored how critical reflection was 

understood by different groups: senior and middle managers, professional 

development staff, supervisors and practitioners. Overall there were 

commonalities in the understanding about the internal and subsequent 

dialogic deconstructing processes involved in critical reflection. However, 
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there were also subtle differences in approaches to critical reflection – in 

emphasis, in connections between theory, the focus of practice and 

understanding of the term ‘critical’ in critical reflection  – that can be seen 

among these different groups. 

 

 

How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 
The preceding sections have looked at the study findings on the local 

authority policy context for critical reflection in supervision and how critical 

reflection is understood in social work. In this section, I want to address my 

final research question how is critical reflection used in the supervision 

process by practitioners and their supervisor? Findings are organised as three 

subcategories of this research question:  

 

1. The perspectives on the practice of critical reflection in individual 

supervision – doing critical reflection and recording critical reflection. 

2. Supervision as a relationship that is socially constructed and situated – 

the supervisor and practitioner relationship, the influence of national, 

organisational and professional culture on the use of critical reflection. 

3. Supervision as only one place for critical reflection outlines how critical 

reflection extends beyond supervision. 

 

 

The perspectives on the practice of critical reflection in individual supervision 
 
Supervision is one place where the interface between policy, organisational, 

professional and individual discourses are explored more explicitly. While 

critical reflection was only one element of supervision, supervision was a 

central place where critical reflection may occur. ‘Casework/practice and 

reflection' was one of nine prescribed agenda items required by the 

organisation’s supervision policy (see p.98). The organisational policy 
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recommended models of reflective supervision, but it did not specify the 

process of supervision; instead, it was open to negotiation. 

 

The data from each of the 12 supervision sessions was gathered from 

observation notes and audio recording and the audio recorded pre and post 

individual supervision interviews with the supervisor and the practitioner. The 

purpose of the pre-meeting was to identify expectations and previous 

experience of critical reflection in supervision; the observation allowed me to 

‘see’ critical reflection in an organisational and professional context; and the 

post meeting interviews considered if, when, and how each participant in the 

supervision session thought critical reflection had taken place and whether the 

examples given were similar or different to the understanding of critical 

reflection gained from interviews with all participants. 

 

There were specific examples of the use of critical reflection identified by all 

six supervisor and practitioner pairs and over half of the pairs of supervisors 

and practitioners identified critical reflection taking place in both of the 

supervision sessions. The examples referred to are representative of the 

range of examples gathered in the data. Examples of critical reflection could 

occur at the required agenda item as prescribed by policy or take place 

elsewhere in the broader context of supervision and demonstrated the 

nuanced and unpredictable nature of a critically reflective dialogue within the 

flux of supervision. The examples of critical reflection centred on different 

dimensions of practice with children and their families and were initiated by 

the practitioner and developed in collaboration with the supervisor. While the 

sessions reflected the prescribed policy agenda rather than being formulaic, 

particular sessions were negotiated between supervisor and practitioner and 

focussed on various aspects of practice. I will now discuss the findings on the 

examples of critical reflection. 

 

 

Doing critical reflection   
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Usually, the practitioner initiated the topic for critical reflection either as the 

reflection agenda item or at another point in the supervision session and it 

stemmed from an aspect of practice that was new or troubling. The topics 

varied, reflecting organisational and professional expectations – a new 

experience such as working with an unknown family (SW1), a difficult home 

visit (SW5), planning visits where sensitive issues involving risk needed to be 

talked about (SW3), reflection on learning from past work with a family (SW2), 

drawing out practice themes (SW4), or worrying about a young person’s 

future (SW6).  

 

Examples focussed on past, current and future practice and included 

deconstructing understandings, exploring possible assumptions, exploring 

feelings, rehearsing practice visits, offering different perspectives, drawing out 

practice themes, considering long-term implications of current practices such 

as promoting young peoples ‘life opportunities’ (S1), offering practice 

guidance and feedback, testing and encouraging autonomous thinking and 

confidence to challenge worrying practice.  

 

I observed that supervisors frequently asked the open questions they 

described in the earlier findings section as a way to facilitate the shared 

process of critical reflection on past, current or future practice. For example, in 

the supervision session between SW1 (practitioner) and S2 (supervisor), SW1 

talked about work with a family from a minority culture. I observed S2 ask an 

opening question ‘tell me about your new family?’ and then S2 continued with 

a series of questions such as ‘what do you think?’, which led to a 

deconstruction of the introductory visit by SW1 with plans for how to work with 

the family. I observed that the process of critical reflection could be supported 

by the supervisor, providing knowledge from their experience to help inform 

SW1’s practice and avoid assumptions, for example S2 commented that 

ignoring the family culture ‘can generate a lot of misunderstandings and a lot 

of upset so probably it would be a good idea for you to know more.’ With SW1 

responding with ‘so to be honest, my key part of it is understanding the culture 

and not insulting'. In the post interview, SW1 described the impact on their 

practice: 
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 S2 was trying to get me to look and reflect a bit more about my 

work with this family, … it was reflective for me just to listen to 

what [supervisor] knowledge of [culture] families were, which then, 

of course, leads me to think about how I would work with them in a 

different way, going forwards. Because there were some things 

[supervisor] mentioned which I hadn’t thought about. 

 

I observed that open questions in critical reflection were also used to 

acknowledge and deconstruct the emotional impact of a practice visit. SW5 

had recently visited an upset and angry 11 year old boy living in foster care – 

S1 asked SW5 ‘so how did you feel you felt when you left? It sounds like it 

was quite an exhausting or emotionally draining visit?’ After this discussion 

the supervisor offered several hypotheses linking the young person’s distress 

to, the concept of emotional regulation, the impact on the young person of 

changes of routine, his sad history of abuse, recent inconsistent contacts with 

his birth family, his identity, and meeting SW5 for only the second time. S1 

hypothesised how he might be feeling. ‘Obviously for him, when a social 

worker visits, it tends to be that there is going to be some discussion about 

issues (…) some issues about the past, maybe? (…) So it is more likely I 

guess that he might get quite agitated about things?’ 

 

In the post observation interview, SW5 identified the fortuitous timeliness 

of supervision, as the experience was still ‘raw’, and commented, ‘I feel 

calm now, I do, yes (...) I think we’d had the opportunity to process the 

information and you know, and I think that gave me time to think about why 

I’m feeling the way I am feeling.’  SW5 considered implications for their 

practice. ‘I did pick up the anxieties and the frustrations of the carers of the 

child and how that also influenced me and that gave me an insight as to 

what may be going on between the carers’. In this example of critical 

reflection in the post observation interviews, S1 acknowledged the 

‘powerful impact’ of a ‘challenging and difficult’ visit, although ‘hopefully 

some positives came out of it’. 
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In another supervision, a different situation arose for the use of critical 

reflection. SW3 (the practitioner) asked for help from S2 (supervisor) with how 

to develop sensitive, in-depth questions when talking to a mother about 

domestic abuse. For example S2 asked SW3 ‘So if you have an appointment 

with (the mother) on her own what would you ask her?’ SW3 responded ‘I had 

in mind that I wanted to talk about the chronology and just say, “Look, this is 

what I’ve got, this is what I’ve seen about your family. Let’s talk about it”.’ 

Later SW3 commented to S2 ‘those questions that you’re asking me, they’re 

not questions that have come to me to ask her (…) that’s sometimes why I 

check in with these, but also I haven’t developed my repertoire. In the post 

observation interview, SW3 said they found S2 was helpful in	 ‘challenging’ 

and ‘being more questioning about why people present the way that they do’ 

and this ‘steers me in a bit of a different direction to (…) things that I might not 

have considered looking at before.’  

 

In contrast to the other examples, SW2, an experienced practitioner, 

requested to use the ‘reflection’ part of the supervision agenda to reflect back 

on learning from past practice with a family	 	 –	 ‘I will be reflecting on a case that 

I am about to close, things that are bothering me.’ SW2 worked with a mother 

(P) with mental health difficulties and her son. There were familiar processes 

described earlier with the supervisor using open questions to deconstruct the 

narrative and offering their own knowledge and experience. S2 asked ‘so how 

would you do it now if I gave you this case today (…) what did you learn?' I 

observed SW2 and SW1 discuss the likely impact of different approaches to 

communicating with P, past worries in understanding P’s behaviour in the 

cultural and mental health context of the UK, how SW2 gained a new 

perspective when talking to P when she was well, and the impact of differing 

legal interventions for the child and extended family. SW2 also identified 

successfully challenging a management decision to end the work with the 

family, earlier than SW2 thought was beneficial. In the post interview SW2 

commented that because ‘it has been on my mind’, talking to S2 ‘helps to get 

it out…it is therapeutic for me’. S2, supervising practitioner SW2, in the post 

interview identified their role as assisting the practitioner to reach their 

conclusions and getting ‘the person to get to a different view.’  
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The findings on the practice of critical reflection in supervision, although with 

varying emphasis and focus, integrated broad organisational policy 

expectations and professional knowledge and skills to ‘promote the best 

outcomes for service-users’ outlined in the supervision policy (LA, 2013:5). 

For instance, supervisor S2 viewed the session with practitioner SW1 as an 

example of ‘proper' critical reflection because it met organisational 

requirements – there was a plan for work with the family, that was recorded,  

and the practitioner was developing professional skills – it was ‘nice to see 

when they can verify thresholds for themselves (…), and it’s nice to verify now 

and then how they function without you because the aim is for them to 

function independently.’ Similarly, in the post interview of supervision with 

SW3, the supervisor (S2) identified critical reflection as helping SW3 by 

‘putting significance’ and ‘meaning to processes’ of compiling assessments 

and court statements and how to explore and verify information given by 

family members. 

 

In the negotiation of critical reflection, there were also opportunities to discuss 

broader practice themes that integrated organisational expectations and 

professional knowledge and skills that stemmed from a practice discussion 

about working with particular families and foster carers. In the session with 

practitioner SW4, the supervisor S1 linked specific examples such as 

identifying strategies to avoid professionals giving conflicting messages to a 

parent and how to work with supervising social workers of foster carers for the 

benefit of the child  to more general practice principles – ‘it’s about ensuring, 

as I said, these children do get the quality of life that – we keep talking, don’t 

we, about looked after children having a more positive life – us having a 

positive impact on their lives’. During supervision, S1 offered positive 

feedback on SW4’s commitment to the children, encouraging SW4 to speak 

out if they suspected worrying practice. S1 identified in the post interview how 

critical reflection gave SW4 time to ‘voice concerns'. In the post interview, 

SW4 found supervision offered an opportunity for critical reflection: 
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So just thinking about how I speak with them [foster carers] and 

how I liaise with them and how I try to maintain that working 

relationship is key. Because as much as I might have some 

concerns about the  children, I definitely can’t help them if the 

foster carer won’t work with me. 

 

SW4 also identified the need to be ‘ethical’ when considering the suitability of 

placements:  

 

Sometimes if I have the time to jot it down on paper and just have 

a moment to think, you know, what are the pros and cons of this 

particular placement and what needs to be done to improve the 

placement or improve that child’s life.  

 

Although supervisor and practitioner tended to agree on examples of 

critical reflection, there could also be differences of opinion between them 

on the style, focus and expectations of critical reflection. For instance, 

practitioner SW3 identified how critical reflection had taken place in 

supervision with S2 and would continue beyond the session. However, 

SW3 had an expectation that a full cycle of reflection should take place 

within supervision, stating ‘this is probably the worst example of reflections 

in supervisions from a practitioner (laughing) (…) partially through the 

reflective cycle, but not actually coming out with the answers at the other 

end.’  To which S2 responded ‘I don't agree with that at all. Actually, you 

came up with all the answers.' 

 

Another example of a misunderstanding took place in both supervision 

sessions between supervisor S1 and practitioner SW6. SW6 expressed 

worries about a 13-year-old boy (K), and wanted to find the best way 

forward to achieve a good outcome for K. In the post-interviews, the issue 

seemed to be that the supervisor and practitioner ideas of whether their 

discussion had entailed critical reflection differed. In the first session, S1 

viewed the whole session as ‘reflecting all the time and talking about these 

young people’ whereas SW6 identified that a particular question from S1 
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triggered a process of critical reflection for them on longer-term outcomes 

of the behavior of K. In the second supervision, similar to SW3, SW6 did 

not see the discussion of K’s situation as critical reflection as clear 

outcomes were not achieved within supervision, whereas S1 summarised 

the whole session as a 'reflective interaction' – a process consisting of 

understanding the child's experience, the context, how to address issues 

raised and the best way forward. 

 

 

Recording critical reflection 

	
Supervisors and practitioners recognised the supervision policy requirement 

to record examples of critical reflection in the electronic records for the child 

and their family and the separate practitioner file. However, limited time meant 

their recording was brief and the style varied.  

 

The child and family supervision records generally included current issues, 

decisions and plans for work with the child and family. There may also be brief 

evidence of critical reflection e.g. recognising a mother’s experience of being 

parented, debating the quality of foster care provision, and considering how to 

achieve a settled placement given a child’s current distress.  

 

In the majority of examples, the practitioner's supervision record held 

summary evidence of the identified critical reflection example. For example 

the recordings identified learning points for the practitioner, the process of 

reflecting on the power dynamics and power of the social work role, being 

curious about a young person's behaviour and the impact of the birth family 

and concerns about the quality of foster care offered to children. 

 

The findings on the perspectives on the practice of critical reflection in 

supervision highlighted elements of doing and recording critical reflection – 

the initial motivation began with a new or troubling aspect of past, current or 

future practice identified by the practitioner. Critical reflection consisted of the 

use of open questions and observations by supervisors and offers of practice 
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guidance and feedback, with exploration of feelings, deconstruction of 

understandings and possible assumptions, consideration of long-term 

implications of current practices, rehearsing practice visits, testing of and 

encouraging autonomous thinking and promoting confidence to challenge 

worrying practice. The findings provide significant examples of practitioner 

and supervisor’s perspectives, showing predominantly agreement and some 

differences about the practice of critical reflection. The differences often 

reflected a different emphasis on the purpose and expectations of critical 

reflection by supervisor and practitioner. 

 

The findings highlighted that although critical reflection was prescribed in 

policy, there was also flexibility in supervision that allowed the supervisor 

and practitioner to negotiate a bespoke period of critical reflection. To 

elaborate on this idea, I will now turn to the findings on how practitioners 

and supervisors negotiated the place of critical reflection in supervision. 

 

 

Supervision as a relationship that is socially constructed and situated 
 

In Chapter 3, the literature identified supervision as a nuanced, socially 

constructed process that was influenced by the supervisory relationship and 

the national, organisational and professional cultures of supervision (see p.50-

6). I will now consider how the findings from this study contribute to an 

understanding of the supervision context for critical reflection.  

 

 

Supervisor and practitioner relationship 

 

Practitioners commented on how varied the style of supervision could be and 

this very much depended on the supervisor. SW1 had experienced four 

supervisors in their first year of practice, all with differing styles, including a 

task focussed approach. SW2 praised the supervisor's leadership and 

supervision style for providing career development opportunities and 

challenges. SW2 also identified specific qualities; for example, ‘the 
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supervisor’s tone (…) that will influence how we function well (…) someone 

positive and encouraging (…) allowing yourself to be vulnerable in front of 

your leader without feeling the pressure of being judged’.  

 

The relationship building and opportunity for debating and disagreeing with 

the supervisor were important to SW5 and SW3. For instance, SW5 stated ‘I 

think the attention of the other person is very important (...) if you get the other 

person to really engage with the process and then flag up certain things you're 

not thinking about.’ SW3 commented: 

 

There would be times regularly where we have a difference of 

opinion about things, about a case (…) I've then maybe doubted 

where I've come from because I think, well then you are the 

experienced one (...) but I've managed to kind of sway [supervisor] 

on other things that were quite important (...) so I feel that it's 

mutual. [Supervisor] said to me in the very beginning actually I 

don't want a yes person, you know, I want you to be able to 

disagree (...) and I think it's just how you disagree (SW3).  

 

Practitioners identified specific aspects of a supervisor’s approach which 

could be a barrier to critical reflection in supervision (SW1, SW2, SW3, SW5, 

SW6). For example, unconstructive questioning or a lack of clarity in feedback 

from supervisors could lead to uncomfortable and negative feelings (SW2).  

 

Supervisors offered their own views on how they developed their style and 

how the supervisor/practitioner relationship developed. S1 described how 

reflective supervision from their manager provided them with a role model for 

supervising to try ‘to make it a real learning experience and environment 

where we feel we can share ideas and open up and talk freely.’ Both 

supervisors described a process of negotiating critical reflection in 

supervision. They felt it could be hard to anticipate what may form part of a 

critical reflection episode, although when it happened it needed to include an 

assessment and accountability of the practitioner's capabilities. S2 illustrated 

this: 
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It’s a bespoke process, it’s got to be according to what that worker 

can do. And then it’s your supervisor’s skills of assessment (…) to 

identify what that worker can or cannot do. And it does involve a lot 

of emotional intelligence and a lot of restraint (…) not intervening in 

the process too much. And allow people to move slowly out of their 

comfort zone. I learnt that that’s what works with many people. 

 

Supervisors explained that their expectations of engagement in critical 

reflection had to be flexible — and they recognised it could not be forced. For 

example, S1 identified that ‘it can be a totally different atmosphere so it can 

be quite difficult at times. I’ve had supervisions where I’ve had a practitioner 

who is very monosyllabic in their responses.’ Or for S2 ‘sometimes it’s just a 

very sterile conversation, to be honest, it’s just... it doesn’t go anywhere, no 

matter how much you try, ……then you have to listen and think about it and 

try again next time’. 

 

Practitioners also talked about flexibility in expectations of critical reflection in 

supervision; dialogue with the supervisor may lead to different conversations, 

some critically reflective and some not. SW5 provided a description of this: 

‘you have so many things that you’re thinking about, you’re talking about 

things, you’re feeling things and some feelings may be provoked in the 

process of you talking’. 

 

 

The influence of national, organisational and professional culture on the use 

of critical reflection in supervision 

 

While local policy documents presented a broad approach, the practice of 

critical reflection was fluid and dynamic. In this study, critical reflection 

emerged at different and sometimes unanticipated and unpredictable points in 

supervision. Critical reflection often arose spontaneously from a structured, 

descriptive dialogue about a situation, beginning with the practitioner 
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providing information and updates to the supervisor, and the supervisor 

asking enquiring questions.  

 

The supervisors generally talked about critical reflection in the language of the 

supervision policy. Each supervisor identified that the organisation had 

promoted a change in supervisory style to encourage professional autonomy 

in practitioners. For example, S1 commented ‘when I think about how 

supervision might have been two years ago with the work …I think it’s 

certainly less sort of case focussed (…) but more and more reflection and 

thinking.’ However, both supervisors described the continual competing 

demands on their time to enforce casework deadlines, create time for critical 

reflection, and support practitioners well in order to retain them. And in the 

background there was also an abiding sense of worry about Ofsted 

inspections for practitioners and supervisors - with S2 commenting ‘it’s the 

same kind of permanent stress with Ofsted inspections. (…) my staff are 

telling me (…) I’m scared the inspection is coming while you’re away’.  

 

In contrast to supervisors, practitioners did not explicitly refer to the 

supervision policy; they talked more about the context of their work 

environment and how this supported or interfered with their practice, 

professional autonomy and development. Practitioners expressed 

predominantly positive views about the new approach to supervision. SW2 

recognised a move away from case management, stating ‘yes, it is changed 

(…) it is tailored around me, which before I couldn’t see it was that way.’ The 

role of the supervisor in developing autonomy was outlined by SW3, a newly 

qualified practitioner: 

 

I do feel like I'm a bit more autonomous than I was when I was like 

a little fledgling, I didn't want to kind of leave (the supervisor) side 

(…) I feel pretty confident that I'm in the right profession and 

making good decisions about things (…) the feedback that I've 

been getting (…) including supervision tells me that (...) I always 

enjoy supervision even if sometimes it's like being stretched isn't 

always that comfortable but once you've been stretched and you've 
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pinged back again, and you're a bit more knowledgeable than you 

were when you entered. 

 

However, while both supervisors and practitioners were positive about the 

idea of more practitioner autonomy, they were both very aware of the 

limitations and demands driven by policy and external inspections. 

Practitioners felt that supervision could still be more task focussed, as 

identified by SW5: ‘I think that sometimes it can be more about what 

happened and what did you do?’ Another practitioner (SW4), highlighted 

sense of the impending judgement of an Ofsted inspection – ‘got the 

inspectors coming up, actually. That's something else that's causing a bit of 

tension. We don't know when they're coming’. 

 

This section has considered the conditions that support, encourage or provide 

barriers to critical reflection taking place in supervision. Relationship building 

and negotiation between supervisor and practitioner was a bespoke process 

and required a flexible approach and there was unpredictability about when 

critical reflection might take place. The changes to expectations of 

supervision, nationally, organisationally and professionally contributed to the 

policy emphasis on using critical reflection in supervision. However, this was 

not without challenges – pressures from anticipated Ofsted inspections, 

competing demands on supervisors’ time from the organisation and 

practitioners wishing for more critical reflection to aid their professional 

development.  

 

Finally, I want to consider the findings from practitioners that identify how 

critical reflection in supervision is not an isolated event – it can be a fluid 

experience undertaken by practitioners across organisational, professional 

and personal boundaries.  
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Supervision as only one place for critical reflection  

 

The supervision policy and senior and middle managers and professional 

development staff (in interviews), emphasised that supervision was only one 

place where critical reflection was expected. It was anticipated that critical 

reflection also took place through solitary reflection and using the forums 

advertised in the ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ document. 

 

Outside supervision, the practice development staff were a key resource for 

critical reflection by all practitioners and supervisors. One practitioner, who 

had had four supervisors in their first year of practice, described the practice 

development staff as ‘invaluable' in providing impromptu and formal space for 

critical reflection that seemed to compliment supervision as ‘part of a circle' to 

provide consistency in ‘reflective practice' (SW1). They also helped 

practitioners prepare for supervision by providing in-depth analysis of their 

work  (S1). 

 

Experienced practitioners reported that they actively chose people to critically 

reflect with who had practice expertise and these people could be from within 

or outside the organisation. For example, SW2 and SW6 identified positive 

experiences from supervision – both formal and informal, practice 

development staff, multi-agency panels, legal planning meetings, experts in 

other teams such as adoption, training, pairing with a peer and consultancy 

with CAMHS.  

 

Practitioners (newly qualified and experienced) also talked about doing critical 

reflection as a solitary activity, within and outside the organisation. SW3 

reported the need to be creative in fitting in opportunities and breaks for 

critical reflection; for example, using opportunities between visits, in traffic 

jams  in the car, or alternately, outside work time while in the bath. SW6 

reported critically reflecting in the ‘early hours of the morning' when there was 

a difficult decision to make and again while in the gym: ‘I use physical 
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exercise to help with all that as well, because as much as I go there and I try 

to switch off, it also helps to settle some of the things…especially 

assessments.’  

 

This final section has considered the findings on how critical reflection was 

used and recorded in the supervision process between practitioner and 

supervisor. The examples illustrated how practitioners and supervisors 

negotiated a bespoke period of critical reflection and highlighted 

predominantly shared understandings as to what critical reflection looked like 

in practice. This was despite the complexity of critical reflection as only one 

element in the ebb and flow of the prescribed supervision agenda. These 

findings highlighted that supervision is a relationship that is socially 

constructed and situated with the negotiation and use of critical reflection in 

each supervision dependent on the supervisory relationship and the 

contextual influence of national, organisational and professional cultures and 

policy. Last was recognition in the findings that supervision was only one 

place to critically reflect, as there were other organisational forums and some 

practitioners orchestrated their own spaces for critical reflection. 

 

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter began by introducing the local authority context for the case 

study. In answering the research questions, three broad categories of data 

emerged - the policy context for critical reflection in supervision; how critical 

reflection is understood in social work and how critical reflection is used in the 

supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor. I will summarise the 

findings for each question now.  

 

The policy analysis and interviews with senior and middle managers and 

professional development staff identified five key areas in the workforce 

development strategy. Policy was designed and enacted to bring about a 

cultural change from a ‘tell and do’ top-down managerial approach to 
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encourage a more reflective and autonomous workforce as advised in the 

Munro review (2011). The findings identified that the supervision policy was 

core to understanding the role of critical reflection in supervision and drew on 

organisational and professional requirements identified in the role of the 

bureau-professional (Parry and Parry, 1979). The other four areas of the 

workforce development strategy provided a supportive context for the use of 

critical reflection in supervision: the leadership and coaching model for 

everyday interactions, the ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ 

document for extended opportunities beyond supervision (LA, 2015), 

redesigned job descriptions to include forms of reflection and critical reflection 

for practitioners with support from supervisors, and learning and development 

opportunities to meet requirements for critical reflection required by the 

organisation and the profession. 

 

Turning to the findings on the understanding of critical reflection in social 

work, local policies recognised the competing definitions and claims for critical 

reflection. The supervision policy did reference models, although the local 

authority did not follow a particular approach. Participants’ understanding of 

critical reflection unearthed agreed elements of critical reflection. These were 

the internal unsettled and subsequent dialogic, deconstructing processes 

involved in critical reflection. In addition supervisors and professional 

development staff also shared a set of principles in their roles as facilitators of 

critical reflection. However, there were subtle differences in emphasis on 

approaches to critical reflection – in policy enactment, in connections between 

theory, the role of university learning, the focus of practice and understanding 

of the term ‘critical’ in critical reflection  – that can be seen among these 

different groups. 

 

When participants defined the ‘critical' in critical reflection, it predominantly 

reflected a common-sense definition of finding fault or a process of 

constructive appraisal during feedback rather than referencing critical theory. 

The focus of critical reflection was predominantly on an agreed understanding 

of practice. However, senior and middle managers extended the focus to 

organisational functioning, whereas newly qualified practitioners questioned 
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the organisational focus of critical reflection as it differed from the expected 

focus on self at university. 

 

Finally the findings on how critical reflection was used and recorded in 

supervision were presented. The examples of critical reflection highlighted that 

even though critical reflection was nuanced, and there could be different views 

on purpose and emphasis, there was predominantly a shared negotiated 

understanding of what it looked like in practice. How supervisors recorded 

critical reflection varied, but it usually involved reducing the complexity of 

discussion to a summary. The findings on the undertaking of critical reflection 

emphasised the nature of supervision as a relationship that is socially 

constructed and situated. The complex negotiation between supervisor and 

practitioner when undertaking critical reflection depended on many factors in 

the supervisory relationship including timing, style, and facilitation skills. 

Supervisors and practitioners recognised that the recent organisational 

change had emphasised critical reflection. The structure and content of 

supervision was influenced by national, organisational and professional 

cultures, with local policy setting the supervision agenda. Lastly, practitioners 

identified that supervision was only one time and place to critically reflect. 

They identified other organisational forums as well as their own personal 

spaces for solitary critical reflection. 

 

In the next chapter, I will consider the strengths and limitations of the research 

methodology. Then I will discuss the key findings from the study, to consider 

how they offer answers to the research questions in order to confirm, debate 

and offer new perspectives on the policy context, understanding and use of 

critical reflection in the supervision of practitioners. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 
 

 

Introduction 

 
In the last chapter, I identified the findings from the study. This chapter will 

first consider the strengths and limitations of the study. I will then discuss the 

findings outlined in chapter 5 in the context of the policy and literature on 

critical reflection in supervision outlined in chapters 2 and 3 in order to answer 

the following research questions. What is the policy context for critical 

reflection in supervision? How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by practitioners and 

their supervisor? 

 

 

Strengths and limitations of the research 

 

The research aimed to provide an instrumental case study of the 

phenomenon of critical reflection as an organisational and professional 

practice to provide ‘a means of troubling our assumptions, preconceptions 

and theories' of the practice of critical reflection (Smith, 2009:30; Yin, 2014). 

The case consisted of a study in two local authority children and families 

social work teams in one local authority. The specific research questions 

were: 

 

1. What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision?  

2.  How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

3. How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by practitioners 

and their supervisor? 

 

The study consisted of a documentary analysis of policy relevant to the 

practice of critical reflection, an anonymised information questionnaire of 

participants’ professional identity, 9 interviews with senior and middle 
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managers and professional development staff, observations of 12 supervision 

sessions between 6 practitioners and their supervisor (2 observations with 

each practitioner), access to the supervision record, and individual in-depth 

interviews before and after each observed session with the practitioner and 

supervisor, totalling 4 interviews with each practitioner and 4 interviews with 

each supervisor (48 in total). I anticipated undertaking follow-up interviews 

following the analysis of the findings but I was over-ambitious in the amount of 

data I could collect and analyse within the agreed timescales. 

 

Case studies, while not suited to statistical generalisations, have the potential 

for generalisation by analogy to other similar situations (Yin, 2014). In this 

case, the similarity may lie with other local authority children and families 

social work services, in that they share essential characteristics. For example, 

all are part of large bureaucracies governed by a local council and work in a 

range of teams striving to meet national statutory obligations. However, local 

authority children’s services in England with similar formal structures can 

perform very differently in Ofsted inspections with variation in if and how they 

use critical reflection in supervision. It could also be argued that the study has 

limitations when the focus is only two teams and their associated hierarchies 

in one local authority, so generalisations can only be tentative in this study 

because similar organisations can also be different. On balance, the findings 

are likely to provide a good starting point for investigating similar questions 

about critical reflection as an organisational and professional practice in 

supervision in other local authorities in England.  

 

A strength of this study is that it recognises that critical reflection is 

understood in a variety of ways across different settings. Importantly, it 

compares the picture of how critical reflection appears in policy and the 

literature, and how it is understood in policy, managed and enacted in local 

authority social work practice.  

 

A range of research methods offered 'methodological triangulation' of the data 

(Stake,1995:114). This method recognised the complexity of the case and the 

need for different perspectives, and so strengthened the conclusion and 
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potential for the ecological validity of the findings (Tracy, 2010; Cohen et al., 

2011). For example, I have represented all the perspectives of study 

participants in the findings and recognised the importance of both usual and 

unusual examples, as both are important to elucidate the case (Cohen et al., 

2011). The real time examples of critical reflection in supervision identified by 

practitioners and their supervisors, although a small sample, provided detailed 

data of the understanding and use of critical reflection in a professional and 

organisational context. These findings contribute to the limited research 

findings on observation of social work supervision and on the voice of the 

social worker as a practitioner, supervisor, middle or senior manager 

(Carpenter et al., 2013; Gordon, 2018).  

 

A drawback to collecting data via direct observations was that the observer 

might cause a change to the ‘usual’ behaviour of supervisor and practitioner in 

the supervision sessions, as noted by Saltiel (2017) and Bryman (2012). By 

observing two supervision sessions with each dyad, the intention was that this 

would mitigate observer impact and make the behaviours less atypical overall 

(Becker, 2009; Bryman, 2012).  However, this did not always work. On two 

occasions out of the twelve, for example, practitioners thought the supervisor 

had made them work harder than ‘usual’ — because I was there — to 

demonstrate critical reflection. However, any method can distort the data, and 

I agree with Flyvbjerg’s (2006:223) argument that despite the drawbacks of 

gathering data near to real-life situations, the data can provide a more 

‘nuanced view of reality’ that can complement and add value to a case study.     

 

In my ability to be methodologically reflexive (Bryman, 2012), I worked hard to 

ensure the foregrounding of the participant's perspectives. The data was 

explored applying the range of different theoretical perspectives already 

available (see chapters 2 and 3) and participants’ theories, understanding, 

and practice of critical reflection. I needed to be continually aware of how I 

interpreted and categorised the data, as my own personal, individual, 

professional, and organisational discourses may have encouraged, privileged 

or preferenced some interpretations of critical reflection over others. I kept 

fieldwork notes, where I recorded and monitored my views as a check against 
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allegiance to particular external models of critical reflection and to keep an 

open mind to new perspectives from study participants. 

 

It was essential to be reflexive in understanding the influential role I held in 

observing supervision. There were some fears from study participants about 

how what I observed would be reported back, despite clear guidance in the 

information sheet in line with research ethics approval. I had to engage, build 

trust and address participant anxieties about 'getting it right' or wrong. I 

emphasised the focus was participants’ understanding and use of critical 

reflection, not a capability assessment based on the researcher's views of 

critical reflection. This explanation allayed the study participants’ worries, and 

they became genuinely interested in engaging in a meta-process of critically 

reflecting on their understanding and use of the concept. 

 

To summarise, the qualitative case study design offered an approach to 

understanding the policy context and the understanding and use of critical 

reflection in practitioner supervision. Critical reflection is an under-researched 

area of social work, although it is very much a day-to-day phenomenon in 

practice. The findings have offered an opportunity to gain rich data to illustrate 

the case of critical reflection and understand in-depth perspectives of local 

authority policy and practice. A methodological triangulation approach was 

used to collect and analyse data through documentary analysis of policy and 

supervision records, interviews, and observations. As discussed in the 

methodology chapter, interviews can be influenced by internal and external 

factors, and it is only possible to analyse the documents provided, but neither 

of these factors were apparent problems in the study. The observations of 

supervision may have altered the usual behaviour of the participants, but 

judging from participants' comments, undertaking two observations offered 

some mitigation and encouraged ‘business as usual.' As this was a small-

scale study with only two teams in one local authority, only tentative 

generalisations may be made, but it is hoped it may offer evidence that leads 

to further research in this area.  
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I will now review the main findings identified in chapter 5 and discuss these in 

relation to the policy context and literature identified in chapters 2 and 3. The 

structure will follow the research questions. These are the policy context for 

critical reflection, the understanding of critical reflection in social work, and 

how critical reflection was used in the supervision process by practitioners 

and their supervisor. 

 

 

What is the policy context for critical reflection in 

supervision?  

 

The policy context for understanding and using critical reflection for 

practitioner supervision lay in the national government, professional and 

employer requirements and the local organisational workforce development 

strategy. The findings emerged from the policy analysis, interviews with senior 

and middle managers and professional development staff, the broader 

literature, and national policy.  

 

Following the government acceptance of the Munro report (2011), this local 

authority workforce strategy was a response to the call by Munro (2011:39) to 

develop ‘a system that values professional expertise’ in social work. The 

government in England has been central to directing and monitoring local 

authority social work using Levin’s (1997:20) four ‘instruments’ to ensure 

policy is reflected in practice – legislation, funding, service design, and 

‘management activities’. In response to the government, the workforce 

development strategy aimed to move away from a managerialist approach of 

‘tell and do' and to design a service that enhanced social work capabilities to – 

in their terms – empower social workers to develop expertise and more 

autonomous decision-making for child-centred practice - of which one element 

was to provide an environment and culture for critical reflection. Managers 

and professional development staff reported this change as visible. 
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Four of the five key areas in the workforce development strategy and 

associated policies, guidance and practice documents (LA, 2014, updated 

2015) provided a supportive policy context for developing an organisational 

culture of critical reflection beyond supervision (see p.102-106). The policies 

were: the leadership and coaching model with a written script for everyday 

interactions across the organisation; the ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive 

Practice’ document offering opportunities beyond supervision and recognising 

different and developing discourses for critical reflection and including the 

coaching model (LA, 2015); redesigned, more demanding job descriptions for 

practitioners that emphasised graduated requirements from reflection to 

critical reflection; learning and development in the form of support for the 

specific roles of ASYE practitioners and practice educators where evidence of 

critical reflection was required and LSCB training courses on reflective 

practice and supervision.  

 

However it was the fifth area – the supervision policy – that lay at the heart of 

understanding the policy context for critical reflection (see p.97-101). The 

previous prominence of the NPM approach with an emphasis on the 

administrative function of supervision with a case-management task setting 

and instruction approach was recalibrated in this policy to include ‘reflective 

supervision’ and ‘reflection on practice’ to promote the use of analysis and 

professional judgement by practitioners. The supervision policy offered a 

framework explicitly linked to the internal and external employer and 

professional requirements for social workers (BASW, 2012; HCPC, 2012; 

LGA, 2014). The policy was highly visible, with policy documents providing an 

official view of supervision to the internal and external world with what Schein 

(2017:18) calls 'artifacts' of 'visible and feelable structures and processes’. 

 

While the supervision policy was prescriptive in prescribing an agenda with an 

item for ‘casework/practice and reflection’, it was only advisory about the use 

of theoretical models and not prescriptive about the process, so it was 

necessary to dig deeper to uncover how policy was put into practice – my 

study found the use of critical reflection in supervision was constructed, each 

time, through negotiation by the supervisor and practitioner. The use of critical 
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reflection in supervision mirrored findings by Strauss et al. (1963:153), Barrett 

and Fudge (1981) and Evans (2010) that general rules and policies ‘failed to 

be universal prescriptions’ and negotiation, ‘judgement’ and discretion were 

required to implement policy in day-to-day practice. These findings reflected 

the sense of the social worker as a bureau-professional with supervisors and 

practitioners using discretion in supervision to negotiate and balance 

organisational accountabilities such as workload management alongside 

professional responsibilities, including opportunities for critical reflection 

(Parry and Parry, 1979; Noordegraaf, 2007; Evans, 2010). The bureau-

professional role appeared to represent the ‘contrasting paradigms’ (Higgins, 

2016:1987) between different national policy prescriptions for the children and 

families social work role represented by the employer owned KSS (DfE, 2014) 

with a task-focussed approach and the professional capability framework 

owned by BASW (2012).  

 

Senior managers recognised that supervisors needed discretion in their use of 

a mix of styles of management and leadership that incorporated a managerial 

command and control approach if needed, but generally encouraged 

professional autonomy in judgement and decision-making by practitioners. 

The use of discretion by managers is supported by Evans’ (2009; 2016) 

research, which challenged the idea of uniformity of control represented by 

managerial domination. Instead he identified a discursive approach that 

recognised the complexity of the interplay between managerial and 

professional expectations and policy and practice.  

 

In this local authority, the leadership coaching policy was separate to the 

expectations of reflective supervision contained in the supervision policy, 

although in day-to-day practice, managers and supervisors recognised the 

role of both. However, the coaching model supported the delivery of reflective 

supervision because it encouraged managers and supervisors to use probing 

questioning skills providing opportunities for reflection. I wondered if the 

separation of policies reflected the tensions for the profession between 

organisational and professional accountability. Busse (2009) argued that 

critical reflection is a professional activity offering transformational and 
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emancipatory learning, whereas coaching is a separate NPM, organisationally 

focussed approach with an emphasis on performance and meeting 

organisational goals. However, other authors in other parts of the UK, and 

internationally (in South Africa and Hong Kong) assert that coaching can be 

integrated with supervision policies alongside models of critical reflection 

(Wonnacott, 2012; Engelbrecht, 2012; HCSB, 2014; Tsui et al., 2017). Wilkins 

et al. (2017:949) argued for a combination of coaching (using an undefined 

model), and Ruch’s holistically reflective' approach, to contribute to a 

leadership style for supervisors that counteracts the 'de-professionalisation’ 

and ‘surveillance’ role predominant in their findings on supervision in children 

and family social work.  

 

The findings also revealed an expectation in policy that forms of critical 

reflection were fluid using the ‘dialogic self’ (Burkitt, 2014:107) beyond 

supervision – through ongoing solitary self-reflection and accessing relational 

opportunities outlined in the ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive Practice’ 

document (LA, 2015). Critical reflection was viewed in policy as an embodied 

experience – recognising the role of emotions, intellect and social context  – 

and appeared similar to Dewey’s (1910; 1933:33) concept of ‘reflective 

thinking’ that also identified the role of feelings, thoughts, and context  in 

developing an attitude of ‘integrity’, morality and ‘intellectual responsibility’. As 

with the supervision policy, how these policies were applied in everyday 

practice by policy actors on the ground was an interactive and ‘negotiative 

process’ taking place over time (Strauss et al., 1963:165; Barrett and Fudge, 

1981). This ‘bottom up’ policy approach recognised the complexity of 

translating policy into every day practice, allowing the use of discretion and 

professional judgements by practitioners and managers as active 

implementers of policy, rather than passive recipients of a ‘top-down’ 

instructional approach to policy (Evans, 2010; 2011; 2013; Evans and Hardy, 

2010:105,107).  

 

To summarise, this study authority wanted to move away from NPM to 

develop a strategy that ‘values professional expertise’ in social work (Munro, 

2011:39). One element of this strategy was for the workforce to engage in 
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critical reflection. In this study authority, four policy areas in the organisation 

provided evidence of a culture that encouraged critical reflection beyond 

supervision, seeing it as a dialogic, embodied and fluid process. However, it 

was the supervision policy that was central to the understanding and use of 

critical reflection in practitioner supervision – offering a prescribed agenda 

with the process of supervision open to negotiation with the use of discretion 

(Strauss et al., 1963; Evans, 2010). The concept of ‘bureau-professionalism' 

(Parry and Parry, 1979:43), and the concept of social work as a hybrid 

profession (Noordegraaf, 2007) has continuing relevance as an analytic tool in 

this study because it identifies the organisational and professional dimensions 

in which critical reflection took place in supervision. For example, it helps 

highlight the organisational and professional tensions between policy and 

application in practice evident in the findings – the separate coaching and 

supervision policies; the two leadership styles used by managers; and 

incorporating the two national but ‘contrasting paradigms’ used to regulate the 

profession (Higgins, 2016:1987). In the light of the findings on the policy 

context for critical reflection in supervision, I want to move on to discuss the 

study findings on the similarities and differences of how critical reflection was 

understood by participants, relating this to the broader literature and policy 

context. 

  

 

How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

 

In reviewing the policy context in chapter 2, I found there was a varied usage 

of a set of slightly different but overlapping terms — ‘critical reflection,' 

‘reflection' and ‘reflective practice'  — across and within professional, national 

employer and government bodies. None of the terms were explicitly anchored 

to theoretical frameworks. These common and basic terms in the profession 

were open to interpretation and could lead to misunderstanding.  In the 

literature review, in chapter 3, I identified a range of seminal theorists that 

have informed the four broad but overlapping theoretical approaches for 

critical reflection that have emerged in social work – critical reflection (Fook 
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and Gardner, 2007), integrated relationship-based reflection (Ruch, 2007; 

2009),  critical reflection (Munro, 2011), and reflection as a form of virtue 

ethics (Ixer, 2016). To advance my understanding, the findings from the study 

- how critical reflection is understood in social work with subcategories that 

identify commonalities of understanding and focus of critical reflection – will 

now be considered in the context of professional and organisational policies 

and current theoretical approaches.  

 

 

Commonalities in understanding critical reflection  

 

Although there are different formal theories of critical reflection, in practice 

there seemed to be a common view about the description of the process of 

critical reflection by senior and middle managers, professional development 

staff, supervisors, and practitioners. For all these groups, critical reflection 

focussed on past, current, or future practice to reflect on what was done well 

or could be done differently. They frequently defined critical reflection by 

describing a process that was self-motivated by unsettling feelings such as 

anxiety or feeling stuck when there was an important decision to make (see p. 

106-115). At first, the process often involved an internal dialogue, reflected on 

alone, asking oneself questions, or shared with another person. These 

common themes seemed to fit with the description of a ‘dialogic’ (Burkitt, 

2014:107) embodied experience of reflective thinking – involving emotions, 

intellect and social context – originally described by Dewey (1910:9; 1933) as 

‘a state of perplexity, hesitation, doubt’ caused by uncertainty that evokes a 

search for ‘possible hypotheses’.  

 

Additionally, there was some consensus across the groups that critical 

reflection addressed habitual, fixed ideas, and challenged assumptions in 

order to achieve the best outcomes for children and their families. Similarly, 

Dewey (1933:39) emphasised the need for an attitude of ‘integrity, morality, 

and ‘intellectual responsibility' when undertaking reflective thinking — so 

avoiding finding quick solutions through a ‘dogmatic habit of mind' built on 
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illogical prejudicial views and assumptions, without reason and evidence and 

based on a need to be liked. 

 

This understanding of critical reflection described by participants was also 

evident in local policy but less defined in national policy (HCPC, 2012; BASW, 

2012; DfE, 2014; LGA, 2014). For example, the supervision policy required a 

‘testing out and challenging the assumptions on which professional 

judgements are based’ (LA, 2013:7); the ‘Critical Reflection and Reflexive 

Practice’ document expected the use of critical reflection to develop ‘multiple 

hypotheses as opposed to fixed, unchanging views which do not respond to 

the uniqueness of each child and their family’ (LA, 2015:2) and the coaching 

transaction model identified avoiding ‘habitual behaviour' (LA, Leadership 

briefing, 2015:2).  A state of uncertainty and challenging habitual thinking 

through experiential learning are similar processes identified in the four broad 

social work approaches of Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch (2007), Munro 

(2011) and Ixer (2016), and in recent research in Sweden by Rydings et al. 

(2018) and with varying emphasis, the classic authors of models of critical 

reflection identified in chapter 3. Despite difference in all these theories, many 

of them build on Dewey’s (1910; 1933) work on ‘reflective thinking’. Similarly, 

the ideas of reflection found in this study from practice and policy – while not 

linked to particular theoretical approaches (except by professional 

development staff and newly qualified practitioners) echoed Dewey’s 

approach. 

 

Both professional development staff and supervisors recognised the common 

view of the process of critical reflection found in the study; however, they 

focussed on their role in the facilitation of critical reflection (see p.108-112). 

Supervisors identified the supervision policy rather than direct use of theories 

or models to define critical reflection. The professional development staff were 

the only group, apart from newly qualified practitioners, who identified 

theoretical models of critical reflection. The professional development staff 

identified Kolb (1984), Boud et al. (1985), Schön (1987), Fook and Gardner 

(2007) and Williams and Rutter (2013) (see p.108). Their focus on theories 
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and models rather than organisational policies may have been due to their 

pivotal educational role within the authority.  

 

However, despite reporting a different emphasis on the hinterlands for 

defining critical reflection, the professional development staff and supervisors, 

both shared a complex understanding that could accommodate the different 

theoretical ideas of critical reflection.  Both groups described a set of 

principles that challenged previous managerial prescriptive discourses of 

practice and reflected the change in policy but also offered opportunities not 

captured in the local authority policy documents. They described: analytical 

and ethical approaches to recognising dilemmas; deconstructing values, 

assumptions, and cultural perspectives; recognising social structures; 

considering differing viewpoints; making decisions; and working with and 

containing the practitioners unsettled feelings. 

 

Rather than applying a specific theoretical model of critical reflection, as 

discussed in chapter 3 and often happens in social work education, the 

professional development staff and supervisors managed contemporary 

practice by using an eclectic approach of professional knowledge of critical 

reflection. This is similar to the approach described by Evans and Hardy 

(2010:2), who argue that social workers recognise different theoretical 

perspectives and draw them together to address the ‘commonplace 

complexity’ of practice. Luntley (2011) offers a possible explanation for this 

complex mix of activity-based knowledge in relation to experienced nurses, 

which may be transferable to social work. He argues ‘the ways of thinking, 

knowing and deciding found in experienced nurses are more heavily 

contextualised by their thoughtful, active and perceptual engagement with 

things’ as they think and reflect on the job so they will have a higher level of 

‘activity-dependent propositions’ (Luntley, 2011:28). These ‘propositions are 

composed of activity-dependent concepts, ways of thinking about the world 

that arise from our embodied and embedded activities on and perceptions of 

things’ (Luntley, 2011:27). The common set of principles of critical reflection 

found in my study seemed to be developed from ‘activity-dependent 

propositions’ contextualised by compatibility with their current roles – 
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professional development staff with a main focus on professional 

development within a bureaucracy and supervisors with their line 

management and professional development role – both types of ‘bureau-

professionalism’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43).  

 

Although there were common views of the process of critical reflection and an 

agreed set of principles by supervisors and professional development staff, 

there was more divergence on the focus of critical reflection and its theoretical 

and ethical underpinnings, so the term ‘critical' in critical reflection and critical 

reflection as practice focussed will be reviewed in the next section. 

 

 
The focus of critical reflection  
 

Critical as criticism 

 

Within the local organisational policies, definitions of the ‘critical’ in critical 

reflection were not offered but the contested nature of the concept of critical 

reflection was recognised. Instead, the supervision policy identified the 

challenging nature of reflection – ‘Reflection – active questioning and 

challenge alongside support and development’ (LA, 2013:5). In wider society, 

there is a persistent sense that the word critical means ‘criticism’ as a word 

deriving from ‘critic' and ‘critical.' The definition of ‘sense of fault-finding, or at 

least of negative judgement has persisted' through cultural, historical, and 

social contexts (Williams, 2014:47). It is this ordinary language sense of 

‘critical' that was more commonly referred to across the four groups of study 

participants. Senior and middle managers, professional development staff and 

supervisors, for instance, expressed concern that practitioners could construe 

the definition of the 'critical' in critical reflection as offering negative criticism 

on practice, which in turn could impact on building open relationships (see 

p.115-117). Supervisors, professional development staff and practitioners 

described a further process – that of constructive appraisal – as part of the 

‘critical’ in critical reflection providing support with challenge from the 

supervisor or another person to develop their practice. The idea of the 'critical' 
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in critical reflection representing critical theory was not widespread. One 

middle manager recognised the 'critical' as used in critical theory, one 

professional development staff member identified different levels of reflection 

– technical, practical and emancipatory, and one practitioner identified ‘critical’ 

as a constructive approach to evaluating theories when at University. 

 

The predominance of this ordinary language sense of critical reflection 

seemed to be reinforced, not only through local policy but also by government 

and professional policies. Critical reflection or the theoretical approaches 

supporting it were rarely defined and shifted between the different terms of 

‘critical reflection' or ‘reflection' (QAA, 2008; BASW, 2011; 2012; 2013b; 2014; 

HCPC, 2012; DfE, 2014; 2015). For example, the English PCF (BASW, 2012; 

2018:14) under domain statement 9, identifies that ‘critical reflection and 

analysis’ are applied ‘to inform and provide a rationale for professional 

decision-making’ and that is done by ‘critically reflecting on their practice’ and 

‘reflection enables us to challenge ourselves or others’. These domains offer 

no theoretical underpinnings such as ‘critical’ theory but they do emphasise 

forms of challenging feedback that could be viewed as fault finding in 

ordinary, everyday language. 

 

When undertaking literature searches, I found very limited empirical research 

on how social workers define the ‘critical’ in critical reflection.  In the 

introduction to the thesis, I outlined how White et al. (2006:11) argued that 

different definitions of reflection, reflective practice and critical reflection in 

social work were dependent on the focus of experiential learning, which may 

be 'cognitive, emotional, meaning, social, cultural or political'. From the 

different theoretical social work models discussed in chapter 3, the Fook and 

Gardner model (2007) and Munro (2011) model both refer to critical reflection 

but the only one that defines the ‘critical’ in critical reflection is Fook and 

Gardner (2007), referencing the term to critical theory, so it is not surprising 

the term is open to interpretation. It seems the practice understandings of 

critical reflection across all groups in the study are also recognised by Béres 

and Fook (2020:3) who comment ‘sometimes “critical” is taken as meaning 

‘negative’ rather than in its more academic sense of denoting a critical theory 
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perspective’. For example, researchers in the UK and Australia noted a gap 

between practitioners’ and researchers’ understanding and use of critical 

reflection. They found practitioners use of the term centred on practice issues, 

complexity, options, and decision-making, similar to the PCF domain (BASW, 

2012; 2018) and in contrast, the language of researchers emphasised the 

theoretical approaches of critical theory, wicked problems and the impact of 

dominant societal discourses (Fook and Askeland, 2006; Skills for Care, 

2014).  

 

The range of descriptions of the ‘critical’ in critical reflection across the study 

participants, in local and national policy, and the international research on 

practice and the academy illustrate how language and knowledge are 

dynamic, always changing, open to interpretation and with descriptions that 

can appear theory-less at times, often adopting the definitions of everyday 

language. I shall now discuss the focus of critical reflection as practice or 

practitioner focussed. 

 

 

Critical reflection as practice focussed   

	
The study findings highlight that managers at all levels, professional 

development staff and experienced practitioners had a shared understanding 

of the term ‘practice focussed' that encompassed the worker, the child and 

family, the relationships and the organisational context (see p. 117-119). Their 

understanding, I would suggest, was influenced by professional and localised 

organisational policy, and current and past experience, of what a practice 

focus was. Interestingly, there were also some differences between and within 

groups that deserve further exploration.  

 

One might have expected the managers to focus less on professional and 

reflective practice given previous concerns about NPM and performance 

management regimes (Wastell et al. 2010). However, this reflects research 

findings in adult services in England of the continued use of professional, with 

managers operating a discursive approach to interpreting the rules, reflecting 
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their view of professional social work (Evans, 2010; 2011; 2013). Senior and 

middle managers views varied as to whether critical reflection was only 

practice focussed or if the focus could assist organisational functioning, for 

example, when supervising senior, middle managers or supervisors. The use 

of critical reflection as a tool for understanding and changing organisational 

culture is reflected in current literature on critical reflection (Gardner, 2014). 

For example, Yliruka and Karvinen-Niinikoski (2013:192) debate how to 

‘enhance productivity through reflective structures’ in social work 

organisations and the concept of ‘collective reflection’ draws on the work of 

Dewey and critical theory to move critical reflection from the ‘reflective 

practitioner’ to an organisational focus (Vince and Reynolds, 2009:8). 

 

Halton et al. (2007) and Murphy et al. (2008) in Ireland recognised the need to 

change the focus and context for critical reflection in the transition from 

student to practitioner and beyond as similarly found in my study where newly 

qualified practitioners were more likely to define critical reflection as 

completing reflective cycles learned at university with greater emphasis on 

applying social work theories. They particularly spoke about Schön (1983) 

who offers an educational and professional context, and the models of Kolb 

(1984) and Gibbs (1988) with a generic, educational focus. They found their 

previous experience did not transfer smoothly to the more practice-orientated 

focus of critical reflection in the study authority.  

 

To summarise, this section has highlighted a complex picture of similarities 

and differences in how critical reflection is understood in policy, practice, and 

the literature. There was a common view of the process of critical reflection in 

policy and across all participants and, while not recognised by participants, 

this common view appears to stem from Dewey's (1910:9; 1933:39) work on 

reflective thinking as an embodied experience that identified ‘a state of 

perplexity’ and avoided ‘a dogmatic habit of mind’. There was an extended 

definition from supervisors and professional development staff that integrated 

a set of principles beyond organisational and professional policies that appear 

to be developed from ‘activity-based propositions’ (Luntley, 2011:28). The 

core understanding and principles reflected the four social work approaches 
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(Fook and Gardner, 2007; Ruch, 2007; Munro, 2011; Ixer, 2016) and, with 

varying emphasis, classic theorists for critical reflection (Dewey, 1910; 1933; 

Habermas, 1971; Argyris and Schön, 1974; Van Manen, 1977; Schön, 1983; 

Kolb, 1984; Boud et al., 1985; Gibbs, 1988; Freire, 1996; Mezirow, 2000; 

Brookfield, 2009).  

 

However, there were different views on the understanding of the term ‘critical' 

across policy and practice that were also evident in the international literature 

review in chapter 3. There was some variation on the understanding of critical 

reflection as practice focussed that varied across groups, with the need to 

recognise a change in focus for critical reflection from university to the 

practice context. 

 

The findings discussed so far have offered answers to the research questions 

on the policy context and the understanding of critical reflection, and now I 

want to discuss the findings concerning how critical reflection was negotiated 

and used in practitioner supervision.  

 

 

How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor?  

 

How does the space provided by supervision translate the abstract concept of 

critical reflection into policy and practice? In this final section, I want to 

discuss the findings to the research question: How is critical reflection used in 

the supervision process by practitioners and their supervisor – the 

perspectives on the practice of critical reflection and supervision as only one 

place for critical reflection? The findings will be considered and analysed in 

the context of the findings from the research questions on the policy context 

and the understanding of critical reflection, and the relevant literature 

identified in chapters 2 and 3.  
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The perspectives on the practice of critical reflection in supervision  

 

The findings from this study authority looked at the practice of critical 

reflection between each of the six supervisor and practitioner pairs (see p. 

119-127). The examples of critical reflection in the study authority varied in 

emphasis and style between practitioner and supervisor and did not provide 

clear evidence that practitioners moved systematically through cycles or 

levels of critical reflection using one explicit model. The limited studies of 

supervision in the UK similarly did not find evidence of systematic critical 

reflection (Ruch, 2004; Bourn and Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Wilkins et al., 

2017; Wilkins and Jones, 2018; Turney and Ruch, 2018; What Works in 

Children’s Social Care, 2020). However, it may be that research has imposed 

external ideas of critical reflection instead of looking empirically for where and 

how it occurs. Instead, in my study, the examples of critical reflection emerged 

– sometimes expected as part of the agenda item for reflection – from 

purposeful dialogues with a description of events and issues built on a shared 

historical common knowledge of the child and their family. The topics 

attended to different dimensions of practice when building and sustaining 

relationships with children and their family, working with other professionals, 

and foster carers.  

 

Given the problematic and wide-ranging understandings of the concept of 

critical reflection in the literature (White et al., 2006; D’Cruz et al., 2007; 

Brookfield, 2009) and professional policies (QAA, 2008; BASW, 2011; 2012; 

2013b; 2014; 2018; HCPC, 2012; CSW, 2013; DfE, 2014; 2015), one might 

have anticipated more differences between practitioner and supervisor than 

were found. The negotiated and agreed examples echoed the findings in this 

study that across participant groups there were commonalities in the 

understanding about the internal and subsequent dialogic deconstructing 

processes involved in critical reflection with a predominant focus on practice. 

However, there were also different theoretical perspectives and 

understandings of key ideas such as the understanding of the ‘critical’ in 
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critical reflection and the focus of critical reflection. In practice, the 

misunderstandings about critical reflection could cause feelings of frustration 

and stuckness, suggesting the need for explicit negotiation of the 

understanding and use of critical reflection in supervision. For example, one 

practitioner expected to complete a critically reflective cycle within supervision 

and, another practitioner, considered no resolve or clear outcomes for the 

child and their family meant critical reflection was not complete (see p.125).  

 

All practitioners identified learning from the episode of critical reflection either 

as exploring an issue initially out of their awareness or providing a space to 

unpack some of the things perplexing them. Critical reflection appeared to be 

an embodied experience that could be used to focus on an aspect of practice, 

past, current or in the future, that was new, troubling or causing uncertainty 

and which may challenge habitual thinking and assumptions and help the 

practitioner reflect on what was done well or could be done differently. These 

findings are supported by Burkitt’s (2014:107) view of reflection involving the 

‘dialogic self’ with self and others as an embodied experience – recognising 

the role of emotions, intellect and social context  – and appear similar to 

Dewey’s (1910; 1933) concept of reflective thinking. Gibson (2019:36) 

similarly makes reference to Dewey when arguing that the ‘embodied 

experiences of self-conscious emotions’ provide a basis for social workers to 

gain new knowledge.  

 

Supervisors facilitated critical reflection through the use of open questions and 

observations, informed by their set of principles identified in the previous 

section. The principles appear to be derived from ‘activity-dependent 

propositions’ arising from the ‘embodied and embedded activities’ of 

experienced professionals (Luntley, 2011:27,28) and seemed to offer a 

flexible approach that used discretion to judge how to facilitate critical 

reflection. The supervisors’ approach echoed the shift in the supervision 

policy that moved away from the dominant managerial discourses of 

supervision but also offered opportunities beyond those in the local authority 

policy documents. Their approach mirrored Evans’ (2010; 2011; 2013) 

findings in adult services in England of the continued use of professional 
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discretion by managers who operated a discursive approach to interpreting 

policies and rules that reflected their view of professional social work. This 

meant the process of negotiation between supervisor and practitioner could 

become fragmented and confusing if the underpinning knowledge and 

organising process were not fully understood and agreed.  

 

The few mismatches described between supervisor and practitioner in the 

negotiation of critical reflection in my study were caused by different 

interpretations of the understanding and use of critical reflection. The impact 

of the supervisor and practitioners’ own supervision histories was recognised 

by O’Donoghue (2012) and O’Donoghue and Tsui (2012) and this has 

similarities to my findings in relation to critical reflection. For example, there 

could be an implicit expectation from newly qualified practitioners to use 

particular models from their previous experience of social work education. 

Halton et al., (2007) and Murphy et al. (2008) similarly identified a need to 

recognise the change in focus and context for critical reflection in the 

transition from student to practitioner. The high level of discretion in judging 

how critical reflection was used raised the importance of discussing 

understandings of critical reflection between supervisor and practitioner. 

 

I now want to consider the findings on the influence of the background 

conditions of supervision on how critical reflection is negotiated within 

supervision (see p.127-131). Beddoe (2015) and O’Donoghue et al. (2018) 

describe supervision as a constructed relationship and an interpersonal 

practice that allows discretion in how it is enacted between supervisor and 

practitioner. Pithouse’s research (1998) found that supervision involved 

ongoing negotiation, gradually revealing the identity and practice of both 

supervisor and practitioner to each other. I found similar background 

conditions in my study, where supervisors identified supervision as the 

negotiation of a ‘two-way (...) bespoke’ working relationship (S2) that was 

‘attuned’ to each practitioner, and practitioners identified the relationship and 

supervision style as important factors that contributed to an environment for 

critical reflection. There needed to be willingness by the supervisor and 

practitioner to engage in critical reflection, knowing there could be 
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unanticipated outcomes. Barriers could arise to undertaking critical reflection 

due to unhelpful questioning and lack of feedback from supervisors, its tiring 

nature and frustrations in not finding a solution. These findings reflect the 

international research on the power and importance of a trusting, respectful 

supervisory relationship, providing emotional support and assisting practice 

development as ‘pivotal in terms of permissions about the content and focus 

of supervision’ (Bogo and McKnight, 2006; Bourn and Hafford-Letchfield, 

2011; Leung, 2012; O’Donaghue and Tsui, 2013; Carpenter et al., 2013; 

Ingram, 2015:908; Szwarc and Lindsay, 2020).  

 

Given the literature suggests supervision is a socially constructed and 

situated practice, I now want to discuss the findings on the policy and practice 

of critical reflection in supervision (Beddoe, 2015; O’Donoghue et al., 2018). 

The detailed examples described in the findings of how the negotiation of 

critical reflection took place between supervisor and practitioner in supervision 

occurred underneath the trappings of policy and consisted of the temporal and 

discretionary processes Strauss et al. (1963:168; 1964) outlines in his 

concept of ‘negotiated order’.  

 

The supervision policy (see p.97) offered a framework explicitly linked to the 

internal and external employer and professional requirements for social 

workers (BASW, 2012; HCPC, 2012; LGA, 2014; DfE, 2014). While the 

employer and professional requirements were vague, the supervisor and 

practitioner examples of critical reflection did reflect the role of the ‘bureau–

professional’ as someone expected to combine the professional and 

organisational tensions of the social work role (Parry and Parry, 1979:43; 

Noordegraaf, 2007; Beddoe et al., 2016; Egan et al., 2016). For instance, 

within the examples of critical reflection were illustrations of how the 

supervisor inducted the practitioner into the knowledge and culture of the 

organisation and the profession, with supervisors checking newly qualified 

practitioners' learning.  The supervisor’s role in ensuring the practitioner met 

professional and organisational standards was also found in studies by 

Pithouse (1998), Rushton and Nathan (1996) and Saltiel (2017).  
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The supervision policy prescribed the agenda but the process of supervision 

was not prescribed – it was open to negotiation. The use of the agenda item 

‘CASEWORK: decision-making and reflection’ (LA, 2013:7) offered common 

ground between supervisors and practitioners, suggesting that the 

organisational approach to critical reflection in supervision provided some 

uniformity of understanding and expectation. The supervision policy 

straightforwardly identified three functions of supervision - ‘organisational, 

professional, and personal objectives to promote the best outcomes for 

service users' (LA, 2013:5). These local policy functions broadly fit with the 

three classic functions of supervision – ‘administrative’, “educational’, and 

‘supportive’ from Kadushin’s (1974, 1992a:9) research in the USA. What we 

know from research about policy and practice is that the elements can be 

given equal weight in writing but prioritised and negotiated in different ways at 

different times in practice (Strauss et al., 1963; 1964). For example, 

supervisors commented on the competing tensions between meeting	
organisational/administrative requirements within limited time frames and 

making time for critical reflection.  

 

Another example of how the supervision policy was enacted in practice was 

the requirement to record supervision. Ofsted inspections of local authority 

children’s services have been widely perceived as requiring evidence of 

reflection in supervision records, including managers in the study authority, 

although Wilkins (2017) has found no evidence of this in Ofsted guidance. 

The Strauss et al. concept (1963:168) of ‘negotiated order’ helped make 

sense of how policy works on the ground, where supervisors had limited time 

for recording supervision which then contributed to brief, although not always 

consistent, representations of the complex nature of critical reflection across 

both the practitioner and child and family records. The examples portrayed 

elements of the commonalities in understanding critical reflection found 

across all groups and the extended principles identified by supervisors in this 

study (p.106-115 & p.119-127), although they were without explicit links to 

theoretical approaches. In contrast, Wilkins’ (2017a:1132) large scale 

research found child and family supervision records were predominantly 

descriptive, with little ‘analysis or reflection'. Within the same study Wilkins, 
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Jones and Westlake (2018a) found a small sample did not reflect what was 

discussed when checked against the study’s recorded single case 

discussions – Wilkins (2017a) did not refer to evidence from the practitioner 

supervision record. So while the policy requirement expected a linear process 

for recording, my findings showed that, when implemented in practice, critical 

reflection was captured in different records through brief summaries. We then 

have to ask what the point of the record is – is it possible to capture this 

embodied, socially constructed and negotiated process of critical reflection 

beyond the superficial summary – and are supervision records the right place 

to do this? For example, more detailed recordings or transcriptions of critical 

reflection in supervision could be completed regularly by both the practitioner 

and supervisor for their own professional development purposes as outlined in 

Rankine’s (2019:103) ‘thinking aloud process’, also used in the research of  

Davy’s et al. (2019). These would still evidence the organisations commitment 

to critical reflection but in a different form more conducive to the nature of 

critical reflection.  

 

Finally I would like to return to the findings in relation to identifying when and 

how critical reflection takes place in supervision. The literature review, in 

chapter 3, identified a limited number of studies, all undertaken in England 

and New Zealand, mostly concentrating on real time supervision rather than 

critical reflection. Only Davys et al. (2019) gains a supervisor perspective, 

there were no practitioner perspectives and often there were taken for granted 

ideas of critical reflection/reflection. The findings in this study offer not only a 

supervisor but also a practitioner perspective. They point to critical reflection 

as an often unpredictable, negotiated process within supervision and so it is 

crucial to consider the supervisor and practitioner perspectives and follow the 

nuanced ebb and flow of the complete supervision session.  

 

The ebb and flow of supervision may help to explain the problems of finding 

examples of critical reflection in supervision in recent research findings. Many 

of the few studies (Bourn and Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Wilkins et al., 2017; 

Wilkins and Jones, 2018; Davys et al., 2019) of real time supervision in local 

authority children and families teams in England only analysed excerpts of 
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supervision from live or simulated case discussions. These studies found a 

predominantly managerial or problem solving approach by supervisors could 

stifle opportunities for critical reflection by practitioners. For instance, one 

study of 34 random samples of one case discussion in each supervision 

session found that supervisors predominantly offered solutions in response to 

a ‘verbal deluge of information by the social worker' and provided little room 

for ‘reflection’ (Wilkins et al., 2017:942-948). Here Wilkins et al., (2017:949) 

found a predominantly ‘surveillance' role by supervisors leading to a ‘de-

professionalisation’ of supervision rather than the balancing act undertaken in 

my study between professional and organisational requirements reflecting the 

role of the ‘bureau-professional’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43) and hybrid 

professional (Noordegraaf, 2007).  Similarly, in a study of 30 supervisors 

undertaking a short simulated case discussion, it was found that supervisors 

were predominantly ‘expert problem solvers' with few taking a more reflective 

approach (Wilkins and Jones, 2018:462). 

 

From the studies observing or recording the full supervision session, Ruch 

(2004:217) found either a ‘technical’ managerial approach or a ‘holistic’ 

relationship based approach to critical reflection. Studies that introduced new 

models that encouraged reflective supervision presented a mixed picture – 

Turney and Ruch (2018) found barriers to moving away from a managerial 

approach and the Centre for What Works in Children’s Social Care (2020:15) 

and Davys et al. (2019) found their new model gave ‘more time for reflection’.  

 

What could lie behind the difference may not just be that the studies picked up 

different findings in different settings but that it might be that the differing 

methods of research were more or less sensitive to the process of what was 

going on in supervision. For example, there were many case discussions in 

the supervision sessions I observed that involved periods of information 

providing by the practitioner with problem solving by the supervisor as found 

by Wilkins et al. (2017) and Wilkins and Jones (2018), but the participants in 

my study did not identify them as examples of critical reflection and my 

findings were that this process was often, but not always, a precursor to a 

more in-depth critical reflection. 
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I now want to complete this chapter by reviewing the findings that inform us 

that critical reflection in supervision is only one element of critical reflection for 

practitioners. 

 

 

Supervision as only one place for critical reflection. 

 

Within the organisation, there were forums identified in the 'Critical Reflection 

and Reflexive Practice' document (LA, 2015) that included one-to-ones with 

professional development staff, which supervisors credited with helping 

practitioners come to supervision better prepared, consultations with experts, 

reflective practice groups, review meetings, and panels (see p.132-133). 

Practitioners also identified team and peer opportunities. 

 

However, practitioners also identified locations outside of the prescribed 

organisational frameworks as important places where they could engage in 

critical reflection on their own. Often this occurred in the physical and 

psychological space during, before, or after their work day. My study adds to a 

growing body of knowledge that reflection occurs outside of the prescribed 

formal spaces. For example, Ryding et al. (2018:501) found practitioners in 

Sweden reported that ‘individual and informal reflection was said to occur 

anywhere and anytime’ and King et al. (2017) in Australia found practitioners 

used their professional discretion to manage their own learning, while Helm 

(2017) in the UK found informal discussions with different people in the office 

aided sense-making and self-reflection. Ferguson (2010; 2018), argued that a 

car provides a valuable reflective space and a mobile office for practitioners 

and in a changing context of non car use for some practitioners, there were 

other places too. For instance when alone, travelling between visits, being 

stuck in traffic jams, travelling to and from home, at the gym, at home, and 

sometimes in the bath. In these spaces, practitioners engaged in internal 

dialogues, using their internal reflective ability, which can be likened to an 

internal supervisor (Casement, 2014). Internal dialogue contributed to and 
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helped practitioners to prepare for a critical reflection dialogue in supervision. 

The practitioners’ description of internal reflection - uncomfortable feelings 

and self-motivation – mirrors the common definition found in this study that 

draws on Dewey (1910), the other classic theorists and the four social work 

approaches identified in the literature review in chapter 3. 

 

Practitioners’ descriptions of their internal process of critical reflection remind 

us that they have a level of autonomy and discretion in their understanding 

and use of critical reflection which extends beyond policy requirements and 

over which the organisation has little control. This discretion included 

judgements about what stage they brought their self-reflection into supervision 

or to other forums and mirrors Evans’ (2010) discursive description of 

discretion, which accepts a complex interplay between organisational 

expectations and the professional autonomy of practitioners. Hence the 

understanding and use of critical reflection by supervisors and practitioners 

identified a complex process situated in personal and professional spaces. 

What supervisors and practitioners critically reflected on is not an isolated 

event in supervision but part of an extensive process of critical reflection, 

judgements and decision-making for and with children and their families that 

takes place alone or with others, in different places, and various ways over 

time. 

 

To summarise, in considering how critical reflection is used in the supervision 

process by practitioners and their supervisors, this study has contributed to 

the understanding and practice of critical reflection in supervision. In the 

agreed examples, a common process of critical reflection was enacted in 

supervision and described by all participants. Although unrecognised by 

participants, this was similar to Dewey’s (1910:9; 1933:39) work on reflective 

thinking as an embodied experience that identified ‘a state of perplexity’ and 

avoided ‘a dogmatic habit of mind’. Similarly, supervisors’ descriptions of the 

principles matched their practice and appeared to draw on an eclectic 

knowledge base of critical reflection derived from ‘activity-dependent 

propositions’ arising from the ‘embodied and embedded activities’ of 

experienced professionals (Luntley, 2011:27,28). Where there were 
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misunderstandings, the high level of discretion in the use of critical reflection, 

despite extensive local policies on critical reflection in supervision, raised the 

importance of discussing understandings of critical reflection between 

supervisor and practitioner. The socially constructed and situated nature of 

the supervisory relationship was an important backdrop to critical reflection 

taking place, mirroring other research studies. The supervision policy and the 

real time examples of critical reflection very much represented that of the 

‘bureau–professional’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43) and the concept of social 

work as a hybrid profession (Noordegraaf, 2007) – as someone who is 

required to combine the professional and organisational requirements of the 

social work role. However, the detailed examples of critical reflection 

highlighted that although the policy was prescriptive in terms of an agenda, 

the process and recording consisted of the temporal and discretionary 

processes Strauss et al. (1963:168; 1964) outlined in his concept of 

‘negotiated order’. The findings recognise that different approaches to the 

study of supervision and supervisor/practitioner interaction may be more or 

less sensitive to capturing the range of practices of critical reflection in 

supervision. This includes recognising that critical reflection is situated in 

personal and professional spaces and is part of a more extensive process of 

critical reflection that takes place alone or with others, in different places and 

various ways over time. 

 

 

Conclusion  

 

This chapter has reviewed the strengths and limitations of the study and 

discussed the main findings in chapter 5 with reference to the policy context 

and international literature outlined in chapters 2 and 3 and the research 

questions on the policy context and how critical reflection was understood and 

used in practitioner supervision. 

 

This study authority wanted to move away from an NPM approach – using 

critical reflection as one element – to develop ‘a system that values 
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professional expertise’ in children and family social work in line with the 

government's acceptance of the Munro report (2011:39). The findings 

identified that critical reflection was viewed in policy as an embodied 

experience that recognised the role of emotions, intellect and social context 

and appeared similar to Dewey’s (1910; 1933) concept of reflective thinking. 

 

There were four policy areas in the workforce development strategy that 

supported an organisational culture that encouraged critical reflection beyond 

supervision – the leadership and coaching model; the ‘Critical Reflection and 

Reflexive Practice’ document; redesigned, more demanding job descriptions; 

learning and development for ASYE practitioners and practice educators and 

LSCB training courses on reflective practice and supervision. The findings 

revealed that beyond supervision, organisational policies expected that forms 

of critical reflection were fluid, using the ‘dialogic self’ (Burkitt, 2014:107) 

alone or with others.  

 

 However, it was the supervision policy that was central to the understanding 

and use of critical reflection in practitioner supervision – offering a prescribed 

agenda that expected both professional and organisational requirements of 

‘bureau-professionalism’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43) and the hybrid 

professional (Noordegraf, 2007) to be met.  However, the process of 

supervision was constructed each time through negotiation by the supervisor 

and practitioner.  

 

In fact, all the policies expecting critical reflection were applied in everyday 

practice by policy actors on the ground using an interactive and ‘negotiative 

process’ taking place over time (Strauss et al., 1963:165; Barrett and Fudge, 

1981). This ‘bottom up’ policy approach recognised the complexity and 

discretion required when translating policy into everyday social work practice 

(Evans, 2010; 2011; 2013; Evans and Hardy, 2010:107).  

 

The bureau-professional mix of professional and organisational 

responsibilities in social work were replicated in the senior and middle 

managers’ descriptions of their leadership approaches, which required 
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discretion, rather than uniformity of control, and generally encouraged 

professional autonomy, as encouraged by Munro (2011), but sometimes 

required a command and control approach (Parry and Parry, 1979). The 

separateness of the coaching and supervision policies appeared to reflect 

these wider tensions in social work on how to incorporate and manage the 

functions of coaching and the organisational and professional expectations of 

critical reflection in supervision in day-to-day practice (Busse, 2009).  

 

Given the competing approaches in how critical reflection is understood in the 

literature (White et al., 2006; D’Cruz et al., 2007:85; Brookfield, 2009) and 

policy, it is not surprising that in practice a complex picture of similarities and 

differences emerged (BASW, 2011; 2012; 2013b; 2014; 2018; HCPC, 2012; 

DfE, 2014; 2015). All participant groups – senior and middle managers, 

supervisors, professional development staff, and practitioners shared a 

common view of critical reflection as a process that could focus on past, 

current, or future practice to reflect on what was done well or could be done 

differently and was self-motivated by unsettled feelings and avoiding habitual 

thinking.  

 

Supervisors and professional development staff facilitated critical reflection 

with practitioners. Each group reported different policy and theoretical 

hinterlands for specifying critical reflection, although both groups identified a 

shared extended definition of the common view of critical reflection identified 

by all groups. The definition integrated a set of principles that drew on an 

eclectic range of knowledge and extended beyond organisational and 

professional policies.  

 

However, my study found more divergence on the focus of critical reflection. 

All groups predominantly understood ‘critical' as negative criticism of their 

practice rather than as a reference to critical theory. Supervisors, professional 

development staff and practitioners also viewed ‘critical’ as the offer of 

challenging but constructive appraisal. The predominance of this ordinary 

language sense of critical reflection seemed to be reinforced not only through 

local policy but also by government and professional policies (QAA, 2008; 
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BASW, 2011; 2012; 2013b; 2014; HCPC, 2012; DfE, 2014; 2015). 

Nevertheless, there was an overall understanding of critical reflection as 

practice focussed across all groups, although there were some differences. 

Some managers considered that critical reflection could also assist with 

organisational dynamics and that there was a need to recognise the change in 

focus and context for critical reflection in the transition from student to newly 

qualified practitioner.  

 
The findings on how critical reflection is used in supervision between 

supervisors and practitioners provided varied examples of the use of critical 

reflection when attending to different dimensions of practice. Generally there 

was agreement between supervisor and practitioner, although there could be 

misunderstandings on the role and purpose of critical reflection in supervision,  

demonstrating the need for a shared understanding of critical reflection that 

may need to be negotiated. The examples highlighted that although the policy 

was prescriptive in terms of an agenda, the process and recording of critical 

reflection consisted of the temporal and discretionary processes Strauss et al. 

(1963:165; 1964) outlines in his concept of ‘negotiated order’.  

 

The examples varied in emphasis and style and did not demonstrate a 

systematic use of levels or cycles or one model of critical reflection. The 

agreed examples represented the common process of critical reflection 

described by all participants, recognised in local policy and, although 

unrecognised by participants, was similar to Dewey’s original account of 

‘reflective thinking’ (1910:9; 1933:39), with critical reflection viewed as a 

dialogic, fluid and embodied process (Burkitt, 2014).  

 

Similarly, supervisors’ descriptions, which extended the common process of 

critical reflection recognised by all groups to a set of principles, matched their 

practice. Their approach drew on an eclectic knowledge base moving beyond 

policy expectations and offered a flexible approach that appeared to be 

derived from ‘activity-dependent propositions’ (Luntley, 2011:27,28) arising 

from the ‘embodied and embedded activities’ of experienced professionals 
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and contextualised by compatibility with their facilitator roles – both types of 

‘bureau-professionalism’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43).  

 

The common view recognised by all, the principles used by supervisors and 

professional development staff and the practice of critical reflection included 

the four broad social work approaches – Fook and Gardner (2007), Ruch 

(2007), Munro (2011) and Ixer (2016) – and the classic theorists for critical 

reflection identified in chapter 3.  

 

Unlike other studies (Wilkins (2017a), the brief written evidence of critical 

reflection also mirrored elements of the common understanding and principles 

of critical reflection identified by participants. However, the findings raised 

issues about whether this type of record could represent the dialogic, fluid and 

embodied nature of critical reflection (Burkitt, 2014).  

 

These real time examples of critical reflection very much represented the role 

of the ‘bureau–professional’, with the supervisor and practitioner combining 

the professional and organisational requirements of the social work role (Parry 

and Parry, 1979:43). The socially constructed and situated nature of 

supervision meant that the development of a positive supervisory relationship, 

in the context of required national, organisational and professional policies 

was an important backdrop to critical reflection taking place, mirroring other 

international research studies (Beddoe, 2015; O’Donoghue et al., 2018).  

 

The temporal, embodied and dialogic nature of critical reflection within the 

socially constructed and situated nature of supervision raised important 

questions about the most suitable research methods to capture how critical 

reflection occurs. This study has contributed to different findings from current 

international research that argues supervision under NPM has become 

predominantly about accountability, with little room for critical reflection.  

 

But also the findings highlighted that critical reflection is an embodied, dialogic 

and negotiated process, with practitioners exercising their judgement and 

discretion to use critical reflection beyond supervision, alone or with others, 
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within and outside formal policies and in diverse locations within and outside 

the organisation. 

 

Following on from this discussion of the findings, the concluding chapter will 

review the main findings from the thesis, the contribution to current knowledge 

and implications for practice and scope for further research.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  
	
 

My interest in critical reflection has been fuelled over 30 years as a 

practitioner and a facilitator of learning. The expectation on social workers to 

reflect is strong and longstanding (Gould and Taylor, 1996; BASW, 2012). 

Following the 2009-2011 social work reforms, there was a renewed emphasis 

on reflection as it became policy (DoE, 2010; Munro, 2011). Despite surface 

agreement about the language of critical reflection, the professional literature 

identified differing and sometimes overlapping theoretical approaches and 

there was little explanation of the terms in policy and little research into how it 

is understood or used in practice. 

 
To investigate the understanding and use of critical reflection, I identified a 

research project that explored critical reflection as an organisational and 

professional practice in supervision: A study in two local authority children and 

families social work teams. 

 

The research questions to be answered were: 

 

1. What is the policy context for critical reflection in supervision? 

2. How is critical reflection understood in social work? 

3. How is critical reflection used in the supervision process by 

practitioners and their supervisor? 

 

To answer the research questions, I used a social constructivist approach with 

the methodology of a single case study. To offer ‘methodological 

triangulation’, data was collected using documentary analysis of policies and 

supervision records, interviews with senior and middle managers, professional 

development staff, supervisors and practitioners and observation of 

supervision sessions (Stake, 1995:114). The study has limitations. It is small-

scale, so generalisations can only be tentative, there was always a concern 

that observation may alter the usual behaviour in supervision, and self-report 

interviews may not provide a full picture, but on balance, this avoided the 
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study relying solely on self-report. However, it does contribute to the small 

amount of international literature on social work supervision and the 

understanding and use of critical reflection in individual supervision. 

 
 

Review of the argument 

	
In the study local authority, critical reflection was one element of the workforce 

development strategy that reflected national goals recommended by Munro 

(2011:39) to ‘value professional expertise’ and autonomous practice in social 

work. The workforce development policies recognised critical reflection was 

an embodied and dialogical experience taking place within and beyond 

supervision. This process recognised the role of emotions, intellect and social 

context, and appeared similar to Dewey’s (1910; 1933) concept of reflective 

thinking.  

 

Moreover, the findings from the study led me to conclude that ‘bureau-

professionalism’ (Parry and Parry, 1979:43) – the tension between 

accountability and professional requirements in local authority social work – 

was central to understanding the use of critical reflection in supervision. 

These tensions have been recognised in the UK and international literature on 

supervision and NPM (Beddoe, 2010; Bourn and Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; 

Beddoe et al., 2016; Wilkins et al., 2017; Karvinen-Niinlkoski et al., 2019) and 

were also present in the authority I studied. Supervisors and managers within 

and beyond supervision were balancing leadership styles between command 

and control management and encouraging practitioner autonomy and 

applying separate coaching and supervision policies. Within supervision, the 

policy prescribed the supervision agenda, but it was not a prescriptive 

process. This allowed discretion between supervisor and practitioner on how 

supervision was constructed, how organisational and professional 

requirements were met and how critical reflection was negotiated. The 

concept of ‘negotiated order’ (Strauss et al., 1963:168) has been helpful in 

identifying the temporal and discretionary processes underpinning the broad 



	 170	

framework of the supervision policy as has Evans (2009) research on how 

managers and practitioners use discretion when applying policies to practice. 

 

When considering how critical reflection was understood in social work, a 

complex picture of similarity and difference emerged.  Across senior and 

middle managers, professional development staff, supervisors and 

practitioners, there was a common view, reflected in local policy, that it was 

an embodied dialogic process – it could focus on past, present or future 

practice and began with unsettling feelings and a need to address 

assumptions or set habits of thinking. This set of ideas was identified in the 

four broad social work approaches and classic theorists of critical reflection 

identified in chapter 2. While not recognised by participants, this description 

reflects Dewey's (1910; 1933) work on reflective thinking. However, exploring 

below the surface of this agreement, the situation was more complex.  

Facilitators of critical reflection – supervisors, drawing on policies and 

professional development staff, drawing on professional requirements – 

added to the common view an eclectic set of principles that seemed to be 

developed from ‘activity-dependent propositions’ (Luntley, 2011:28) based on 

experience and contextualised by their different bureau-professional roles. 

This set of principles encompassed and extended beyond the four social work 

approaches and classic theorists identified in the literature review and 

challenged the dominant discourse of prescriptive practice.  

 

There was more divergence on the focus of critical reflection that mirrored 

local and national policy and international research from practice and 

academia (Fook and Askeland, 2006; Fook and Askeland, 2007; BASW, 

2012; DfE, 2014; Skills for Care, 2014; Fook et al., 2016). Across all groups 

the use of the term ‘critical’ in critical reflection was predominantly about 

criticism in line with Williams’ (2014) common definition or viewed as 

challenging, but constructive appraisal in the form of feedback. There was 

limited recognition of the role of critical theory in the concept of critical 

reflection. There was an overall understanding across groups of critical 

reflection as practice focussed, although with some differences. As is evident 

in the literature (Yliruka and Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2013; Vince and Reynolds, 
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2009), some senior and middle managers considered that critical reflection 

could be used to focus on organisational functioning. And a third group, newly 

qualified practitioners, approached the focus of critical reflection in their 

transition from university to practice, with a previous educational focus on 

completing cyclical models of reflection and social work theory.  

 

The qualitative examples of critical reflection in this small-scale study 

illustrated the nuanced and unpredictable nature of a critically reflective 

dialogue within supervision. Critical reflection could occur at the required 

agenda item as prescribed by policy or take place elsewhere in the broader 

context of supervision. The agreed examples of critical reflection centred on 

different dimensions of practice with children and their families, with the 

supervisor managing the tensions between focussing on the practitioner and 

meeting organisational requirements within limited timescales, reflecting their 

roles as bureau-professionals. The examples were without explicit reference 

to theoretical approaches, although they generally reflected the common 

understanding of critical reflection identified by all groups and the principles 

shared by supervisors and professional development staff. The 

misunderstandings on the use of critical reflection between supervisor and 

practitioner demonstrated that critical reflection during supervision required a 

shared understanding that may need to be negotiated. Elements of critical 

reflection were recorded but there were difficulties in capturing the complex 

nature of critical reflection in brief supervision records, raising debates about 

what might be the best way to capture this process for the organisation and 

the profession. 

 

The study highlighted that critical reflection was a fluid and embodied process, 

occurring over time and in a broader range of settings than just supervision. 

Although in social work critical reflection is predominantly talked about as a 

formal and structured process, taking place in supervision or groups, in 

practice, I found it is part of a process undertaken alone and with others, 

outside formal policies. Practitioners were self-motivated, using professional 

judgement and discretion to critically reflect outside of the prescribed 

organisational frameworks.  
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This relates to a final observation about researching critical reflection. This 

study offered a methodology which recognised the unpredictability and 

complexity of supervision as a relationship that was socially constructed and 

situated and engaged with the perspectives of the practitioner and their 

supervisor as to when and how critical reflection took place. It seems the 

findings in my study, compared to other influential studies of supervision, 

suggest that different methods may be more or less sensitive to capturing the 

messy reality of critical reflection rather than assuming critical reflection 

occurs at set times during case discussions (Wilkins et al., 2017; Wilkins and 

Jones, 2018).  

 

 

Contribution to knowledge  

 

The international review on child welfare supervision by Carpenter et al. 

(2013) found limited research on supervisor/practitioner pairings or studies 

specifically on critical reflection and supervision, with more recent research  

concentrating on casework elements of supervision in England (Wilkins et al., 

2017). This study opens up a relatively ignored area in the examination of 

critical reflection - the policy and organisational context and the role of local 

authority managers, professional development staff, supervisors and 

practitioners as bureau-professionals. More specifically, the study highlights 

the way in which practitioners and supervisors used discretion to juggle the 

professional and organisational responsibilities and tensions, when 

understanding and using critical reflection in supervision. The qualitative 

examples of critical reflection in this study also contribute to a limited body of 

knowledge on how supervisors and practitioners understand, negotiate and 

use critical reflection in supervision in children and family social work. The 

examples offer a new perspective that questions a range of international 

research findings that supervision under NPM has become predominantly 

about accountability with little room for critical reflection  (Beddoe, 2010; 
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Bourn and Hafford-Letchfield, 2011; Beddoe et al., 2016; Wilkins et al, 2017; 

Karvinen-Niinlkoski et al., 2019). 

 

By interrogating the assumptions about the understanding and use of critical 

reflection in supervision that runs through policy and practice, this study 

provides empirical research that problematises the idea that critical reflection 

has a uniform approach in practice – instead it is variegated with 

commonalities as well as differences. The findings could contribute to opening 

up international, national, professional and organisational debates that assist 

in optimising the concept of critical reflection. One possibility is to argue for a 

return to one model, such as Dewey (1910; 1933), which seems to offer a 

commonality of approach for accounts of critical reflection encountered in this 

study. It would provide simplicity, and facilitate an international debate starting 

from a shared point that would assist with a more innovatory approach to 

develop the concept to its optimum. Alternatively, as with the supervisors and 

professional development staff in the study, academics in social work 

education and workforce development teams could identify a set of principles 

and guidance on the facilitation of critical reflection but, for clarity, explicitly 

identify the underpinning theoretical models and link to the PCF (BASW, 

2018) stages in learning and development. Either way, an explicit debate and 

discussion about the concept of critical reflection will avoid the dangers Gould 

and Taylor (1996:2) warned of over twenty years ago of 'reflective learning 

becoming little more than a slogan' based on taken for granted assumptions. 

 

The study illuminates the nature of supervision as a socially constructed 

relationship and a situated practice where discretion is used to interpret policy 

into practice. The findings illustrate the value of a research methodology that 

engages with the professional and organisational tensions of the bureau-

professional in supervision, by capturing 'real-time' embodied examples of 

critical reflection, gaining practitioner and supervisor perspectives and relating 

externally defined theoretical explanations of critical reflection to everyday 

supervisory practice. 
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Finally, the study contributed to limited research on the relationship between 

critical reflection in supervision and beyond to not only pre-set organisational 

structures but the recognition that practitioners used their own agency and 

discretion to decide how and when to critically reflect, whether alone or with 

another trusted professional.  

 

 

Areas for future research  

 

It is evident from the literature review and the findings in this study that there 

is a small amount of empirical research on supervision and even less on 

critical reflection in social work supervision. The influence NPM has had on 

the focus of supervision has been discussed internationally and was 

recognised in a recent international Delphi study (Beddoe et al., 2016; 

Karvinen-Niinlkoski et al., 2019). While there is substantial international 

empirical literature on policy implementation and professional practice 

(Nothdurfter and Hermans, 2017), these ideas could be used to explore 

supervision and the deployment of critical reflection within it. 

 

This study data suggests different understanding and uses of critical reflection 

amongst different groups: ASYE practitioners, supervisors, professional 

development staff, and managers. A more detailed study focussing on the 

learning, understanding and use of critical reflection in the England from 

ASYE to manager, through interviews and observations, could inform the 

development of a pedagogical continuum of understanding for practicing 

critical reflection linked to the PCF (BASW, 2019), theoretical approaches and 

policy and organisational requirements.  

 

There is a need to further understand the impact of critical reflection in one-to-

one supervision on practice and outcomes for children and their families. 

Recent research studies in children and families local authorities in England 

undertook observations and audio recordings of systemic group supervision, 

interviews with social workers and family members, and found a ‘golden 
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thread’ linking practice focussed and reflective supervision with ‘better 

parental engagement and goal agreement’ (Wilkins et al., 2018c:501). In a 

recent ethnographic study by Ferguson et al. (2019) supervision was 

observed as part of a study of long term practice in two different children and 

family teams in England although the research findings on the use of 

supervision are yet to be published. Using the methodology in my study – 

taking examples of critical reflection identified by practitioners and supervisors 

– could then be directly linked to interviews gaining child and family 

perspectives and relevant written records. 

 

Alternatively, action research into particular models or styles of critical 

reflection in supervision could add to the small-scale examples of critical 

reflection provided by my study. For example, Rankine (2019:103) identified a 

two-stage ‘thinking aloud process’ using Fook and Gardner’s (2007) model of 

critical reflection. Supervision is recorded and transcribed; then the researcher 

works with the supervisor and practitioner to deconstruct and reconstruct their 

practice. Findings suggest the process helps both supervisor and supervisee 

to ‘articulate meaning, critically develop insight, reconstruct, and transport this 

into future practice’ (Rankine, 2019:97). 

 

Finally, findings in this study that supervision is not the only place for critical 

reflection suggest the need for further research into practitioners’ 

understanding and use of critical reflection beyond the bounds of supervision 

to explore what appears to be an embodied, dialogic and fluid process in 

practice. Research methods such as recorded diaries, observations and 

interviews could capture this process and a similar approach could be used 

with supervisors and managers to identify their understanding and approach 

to critical reflection. 

 

Conclusion 

 
In this thesis, I have presented and reviewed the research questions, 

summarised the findings and arguments put forward to answer the research 
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questions, discussed the contribution this thesis makes to the literature and 

considered areas for future research. 

 

I began this thesis because of a genuine interest in exploring what critical 

reflection means for social work professionals theoretically, in policy and 

practice. Of particular importance to me was to gather views from day-to-day 

practice that recognised the organisational, hierarchical and professional 

context of local authority children and families social work. Throughout the 

hierarchy, whether they are social workers that are newly qualified or senior 

managers, the concept of the bureau-professional recognised the complexity 

and tensions of the practicing social worker using critical reflection in 

supervision. In many ways, the experience of conducting the research and the 

findings opened up more uncertainty about the emphasis, understanding and 

use of critical reflection in supervision internationally, nationally and locally. I 

have over the years of the thesis developed a new energy for encouraging 

students, practitioners, practice educators and managers to be more confident 

to be argumentative, to deconstruct, theorise and debate terms, such as 

critical reflection, that become common parlance of the profession without 

rigorous scrutiny.   
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Appendices    

APPENDIX 1 
 
List of Abbreviations 

 

ASYE   Assessed and Supported Year in Employment 

BASW  British Association of Social Workers  

CCETSW Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work 

CPD Continuing Professional Development 

DCSF Department of Children, Schools and Families  

DfE Department for Education 

DoH Department of Health 

DoH&SC Department of Health and Social Care  

HCPC  Health and Care Professions Council 

ICS  Integrated Children’s System  

IFSW  International Federation of Social Workers  

KSS  Knowledge and Skills Statements 

LGA  Local Government Organisation 

NPM  New Public Management  

Ofsted  The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills 

PCF  Professional Capabilities Framework 

PEPS Practice Educator Professional Standards 

QAA Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 

SCIE Social Care Institute of Excellence 

SOPS Standards of Proficiency 

SWTF  Social Work Task Force  

SWRB Social Work Reform Board  

TOPSS Training Organisation for the Personal Social Services 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

Invitation to Participate:  Participant Information Sheet for Key 

Informants 

 
Research Project: 

A case study of critical reflection as an organisational practice: a study of 

supervision in two local authority children and families social work teams. 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or 

not to take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 

done and what it will involve. Please take time to consider the following 

information carefully. 

 

What is the research project about? 
I want to identify and explore the understanding and the use[s] of ‘critical 

reflection’ in your organisation. By doing this research I hope to contribute to 

the research evidence and current debates on how critical reflection is 

understood, negotiated, practiced and used by social workers and their 

supervisors and managers in children and families social work teams. 

 

Who can participate? 
This local authority Children and Families Department has agreed I can 

approach you to see if you are willing to take part in this research study. I am 

inviting relevant senior and middle line managers, the principal social worker 

and learning and development officers to participate. I am also asking three 

social workers and their supervisors from two different social work teams.  
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What does your participation in the project involve? 
As part of this research I would like to interview key people in the organisation 

who are learning and development advisors, middle and senior managers 

about their understanding and use of ‘critical reflection’ as a requirement in 

social work supervision. As one of these key people I would like you to 

complete one brief pre-interview background questionnaire and undertake two 

interviews with me over the next 6 months. The interviews would be audio 

recorded. I will also be asking three social workers and their supervisors to 

each allow me to observe two supervision sessions and interview them over 

the next 6 months.  

 

How might participation affect me? 
Participation is entirely voluntary and whether you choose to take part or not 

will have no impact on your employment or progress. However, being part of 

the study may be interesting and may be an opportunity for you to think more 

about your understanding and use of critical reflection.   

 

Is participation in the project confidential & anonymous?  
If you choose to participate all data from the brief questionnaires and 

interviews will only be seen by my supervisors and myself. The information 

will be coded and completely anonymised so that you will not be identified in 

any way. All participants will sign a consent form agreeing anonymity and 

confidentiality. Data from the project will be kept securely in a locked cabinet 

in the researcher's office. All transcriptions and documentation will be coded 

and fully anonymised. Audio recordings will be deleted once the data has 

been transcribed and all information held on a computer will be password 

protected. Signed consent forms will be kept securely & separately from 

anonymised data. Any research publication or conference presentation 

concerning this research will ensure anonymity. 

 

While confidentiality will be respected there may be situations where this 

cannot apply. During the research I may become aware of particular risks and 

safety issues in relation to participants or others talked about where it is 

necessary to share information to safeguard service users and carers or 
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others. As a researcher and registered social worker I would seek the advice 

of my supervisors and seek consent where possible and ensure the 

participant is kept fully informed of any actions I may need to take. 

 
I am interested, what do I do now? 

If you decide to participate you will be given this information sheet to keep and 

I will address any questions you may have and then you will be invited to 

complete and sign the attached consent form. You have the option to choose 

not to answer particular questions if you prefer not to, or to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason for your decision.  

 

If you would like to know more about the project or have any questions or 

concerns please contact the researcher Kate Leonard or her supervisors 

Professor Tony Evans and Professor Jan Fook. Contact details are outlined 

below: 

 

Researcher and Professional Doctorate student: Kate Leonard, Senior 

Lecturer, Kate.Leonard@rhul.ac.uk Tel no: 07802267247 

Supervisors: Professor Tony Evans, Tony.Evans@rhul.ac.uk 

Professor Jan Fook, J.Fook@kingston.ac.uk 

Royal Holloway, University of London. 

 

This project has been approved by Royal Holloway University. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to consider this information sheet. 
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APPENDIX 3 
 

Invitation to Participate:  Participant Information Sheet for 

Supervisors and Social Workers 

 
Research Project: 

A case study of critical reflection as an organisational practice: a study of 

supervision in two local authority children and families social work teams. 

 

You are invited to take part in a research study. Before you decide whether or 

not to take part, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 

done and what it will involve. Please take time to consider the following 

information carefully. 

 

What is the research project about? 
I want to identify and explore the understanding and the use[s] of ‘critical 

reflection’ in your organisation. By doing this research I hope to contribute to 

the research evidence and current debates on how critical reflection is 

understood, negotiated, practiced and used by social workers and their 

supervisors and managers in children and families social work teams. 

 

Who can participate? 
This local authority Children and Families Department has agreed I can 

approach you to see if you are willing to take part in this research study. I am 

inviting social workers and their supervisors in two different teams to 

participate. I am also inviting other key people in the organisation to take part. 

They will be senior and middle line managers, the principal social worker and 

learning and development officers. 
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What does your participation in the project involve? 
I would like to recruit three social workers and their supervisors from two 

different social work teams and for each pair to allow me to observe two 

supervision sessions over the next 6 months. I would like to interview the 

supervisor and social worker before and after the session (no more than 30 

minutes) and for each of them to complete one brief pre-interview background 

questionnaire and provide an anonymised copy of the supervision record from 

the observed session. The interviews and observations would be audio 

recorded. I will also interview key people in the organisation. These will be 

senior and middle line managers, the principal social worker and learning and 

development officers about their understanding and use of ‘critical reflection’ 

as a requirement in social work supervision. 

 
How might participation affect me? 
Participation is entirely voluntary and whether you choose to take part or not 

will have no impact on your employment or progress. However, being part of 

the study may be interesting and may be an opportunity for you to think more 

about your understanding and use of critical reflection.   

 

Is participation in the project confidential & anonymous?  
If you choose to participate all data from the brief questionnaires, interviews 

and observed supervision sessions will only be seen by my supervisors and 

myself. The information will be coded and completely anonymised so that you 

will not be identified in any way. All participants will sign a consent form 

agreeing anonymity and confidentiality. Data from the project will be kept 

securely in a locked cabinet in the researcher's office. All transcriptions and 

documentation will be coded and fully anonymised Audio recordings will be 

deleted once the data has been transcribed and all information held on a 

computer will be password protected. Signed consent forms will be kept 

securely & separately from anonymised data. Any research publication or 

conference presentation concerning this research will ensure anonymity. 

 

While confidentiality will be respected there may be situations where this 

cannot apply. During the research I may become aware of particular risks and 



	 206	

safety issues in relation to participants or others talked about where it is 

necessary to share information to safeguard service users and carers or 

others. As a researcher and registered social worker I would seek the advice 

of my supervisors and seek consent where possible and ensure the 

participant is kept fully informed of any actions I may need to take. 

 
I am interested, what do I do now? 

If you decide to participate you will be given this information sheet to keep and 

I will address any questions you may have and then you will be invited to 

complete and sign the attached consent form. You have the option to choose 

not to answer particular questions if you prefer not to, or to withdraw at any 

time without giving a reason for your decision.  

 

If you would like to know more about the project or have any questions or 

concerns please contact the researcher Kate Leonard or her supervisors 

Professor Tony Evans and Professor Jan Fook. Contact details are outlined 

below: 

 

Researcher and Professional Doctorate student: Kate Leonard, Senior 

Lecturer, Kate.Leonard@rhul.ac.uk Tel no: 07802267247 

Supervisors: Professor Tony Evans, Tony.Evans@rhul.ac.uk 

Professor Jan Fook, J.Fook@kingston.ac.uk 

Royal Holloway, University of London. 

 
This project has been approved by Royal Holloway University. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to consider this information sheet. 
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APPENDIX 4 
 

Consent form for Managers, Principal Social Worker and 

Learning and Development Staff.                                     

 
Research Undertaken by: Kate Leonard, Senior Lecturer, Royal Holloway 

University of London, Social Work Department. 

 
Research Project:  
 

A case study of critical reflection as an organisational practice: a study of 

supervision in two local authority children and families social work teams. 

 

Participants agree to take part in two interviews & complete a brief pre-

interview background questionnaire. 

 

Consent to Participate 
 
I confirm that I have read the information sheet and understand the purpose of 

the study.  

YES/NO 

 

I have had the opportunity to ask questions for clarity. YES/NO 

 

I have received satisfactory answers to any questions. YES/NO 

 

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary, and that I can withdraw 

from the study at any time, without having to give a reason.  YES/NO 
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I consent to participate and to permit the recording of the interview. YES/NO 

 

I understand that all data relating to the study will be fully anonymised and 

stored confidentially, including all questionnaires, notes and audio recordings 

of interviews. YES/NO 

 

I agree to permit the anonymised use of data from the questionaires and 

interviews in future publications, and conference presentations regarding this 

research project. YES/NO 

 

Print name 

 

_____________________________ 

Signature      Date 

 

_____________________________  ________  

 

NB This form will be stored separately from the responses you provide. 
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APPENDIX 5 
	
Consent form for Supervisors and Social Workers                                     

 
Research Undertaken by: Kate Leonard, Senior Lecturer, Royal Holloway 

University of London, Social Work Department. 

 
Research Project:  
A case study of critical reflection as an organisational practice: a study of 

supervision in two local authority children and families social work teams. 

 

Participants agree to  

1. Complete a brief pre-interview background questionnaire 

2. Observation of two supervision sessions and for each to be audio 

recorded.  

3. To take part in two interviews, pre and post the observed supervision 

session and for each to be audio recorded.  

4. Provide an anonymised copy of the supervision record for each 

session. 

 

Consent to Participate 
I confirm that I have read the information sheet and understand the purpose of 

the study.  

YES/NO 

 

I have had the opportunity to ask questions for clarity. YES/NO 

 

I have received satisfactory answers to any questions. YES/NO 
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I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary, and that I can withdraw 

from the study at any time, without having to give a reason.  YES/NO 

 

I consent to participate and to permit the recording of the interviews and 

observed supervision sessions. YES/NO 

 

I understand that all data relating to the study will be fully anonymised and 

stored confidentially, including all questionnaires, supervision records, notes 

and audio recordings of interviews and supervision sessions. YES/NO 

 

I agree to permit the anonymised use of data from the questionaires, 

interviews, observed supervision sessions and records in future publications, 

and conference presentations regarding this research project. 

Print name 

 

_____________________________ 

Signature      Date 

 

_____________________________  ________  

 

NB This form will be stored separately from project data 
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APPENDIX 6 
           

Demographic information questionnaire 

 

Research Project: 

 

A case study of critical reflection as an organisational practice: a study of two 

local authority children and families social work teams. 

The information requested would help to identify any particular themes or 

background information that may be relevant to the research project.  All 

information is completely anonymous.  Please answer the questions as fully 

as possible.  

 
Background Information. 
 
Please would you provide information that you define as relevant to 
your professional identity: 
 
Your Age     
 

Your Gender 

 

Your Ethnicity,  

 

Do you have a Disability (Y / N ) 

 

Are you a qualified social worker? 

 

Year of qualification as a social worker 

 (please state) 
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If you are not a social worker please identify your professional background 

and length of experience 

 

Current role and Agency 

 

 

Length of time in role 

 

 

Employment History 

 

Any additional information you think is important to your professional identity. 

 

 

Thank you 
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        APPENDIX 7 
 

Interview Prompts for Managers and Learning and 

Development Officers 

 

Warm up 

I am interested in the understanding and use of CR with in your organisation 

with a focus on supervision but also other possibilities for CR. 

 

Warm up question 

1. Can you tell me a little about your role in the organisation? 

 

2. What do you think is important for me to know about how CR is 

understood and used here? 

 

3. What would be your role in understanding / implementing / using 

/evaluating CR ? 

Policy, Guidance 

In supervision for you for others, giving /receiving it, observing 

supervision 

Commissioning  learning and development opportunities 

Other places 

Other ways 

Recording it 

Measuring ‘it’ eg OFSTED 

Impact 

 

4. How would you define what critical reflection is? 

Do you draw on any models, research, theories for CR and /or 

supervision 
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How would you describe it or know it when it is happening in this 

organisation? 

Eg What does it look like, what would you hear said, what does it feel 

like… 

Where/How would you expect to see CR taking place 

Supervision 

Different Ways?  

 

5. Is there a culture for CR in supervision and elsewhere? What does this 

culture look like in the organisation – is it throughout? 

Eg Training, for supervisors, middle managers, senior managers, 

support, reflective groups/sessions, supervision 

What would be your role in this? 

 

 

6. Anything else you think is important to tell me about CR and the         

organisation? 
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        APPENDIX 8 
 

Prompts before and after observed supervision session to 

both Supervisor and Social Worker 

 

Before 

Warm up Question 

1. What do you expect supervision to be like today? 

 

2. What do you want to achieve? 

Prompts 

How will you achieve this? 

 

3. How are you feeling about the session ( as supervisor/supervisee)? 

 

4. Will you be using critical reflection and how? 

Prompts 

How would you define CR and know when you are doing it? Eg what would it 

look like, feel like, what would you hear? 

Any policies, national /local guidance for CR and supervision? 

Any models, theories, research? 

Organisational definitions/requirements/support 

 

After 

1. Was the session as you expected? 

 

2. Did you achieve what you wanted to? 

Prompt 

Did your plan/ ideas before the session help you? 

 

3. How are you feeling about the session? 
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4. Were you using critical reflection and how? 

Prompts 

Any models used or parts of? 

How would you define CR? 

How do you know its CR? 

How would you measure CR? /Impact? On who? Children/ worker etc. 

Would you record and how? 

 

5.Is using CR in supervision supported and if so How? 

Prompt – culture of organisation, implementation and support throughout the 

organisation. ? Training, support? 

 

6.Is there anywhere else you use CR? How? 

 

7. Anything else you want to tell me about CR in relation to Supervision and/or 

the wider organisation 
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        APPENDIX 9 
 

Observation of supervision guide 

 

1. Styles of Communication and Facilitation 
 

1a Facilitation style by supervisor eg open questions, didactic 

 

1b Response style of SW 

 

1c Nature of relationship 

 

2. Focus on a significant experience/ critical incident. 
 
Elements are: 

2a Unearthing Assumptions, Binary constructs  

 

2b Connection with previous experiences 

 

2c Influence of values – own, others, professional, organisational 

 

2d Expression of feelings about self, others, the situation. What factors 

influence this? 

 

2e Use of theory, policy, law, research, evidence informed by whom? 

 

3. Outcome – Reflecting on action does thinking and/or theory of 
practice change?  
 
Whose? 

3a How is it relabelled/ reframed? 
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3b Any learning identified? 

 

3c Any blocks/constraining factors identified in self or others or 

organisation 

 

3d What else could have been done? 

 

3e What support is needed/given? 

 

3f Is there an action plan that achieves desirable practice? 

 

3g How is the outcome reached and recorded? 

 

 

	


