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Reflection features in the Australian approved learning frameworks (Early Years 
Learning Framework [DEEWR, 2009] and My Time, Our Place [DEEWR, 2011]) as guiding 
principles and practices in children’s education and care. To be effective in supporting 
children’s learning, development and wellbeing, and to support families and their 
colleagues, educational leaders require a deep understanding of the features of the 
reflective process. It is an important skill that educational leaders need to undertake for 
themselves and support in others. 

This type of reflection is needed to work effectively in their role and, when working 
with children, introduces the notion of power and how it is used in thinking and 
decision-making (Nicolson, Kuhl, Maniates, Lin & Bonetti, 2018). To be reflective is to 
understand the impact that power has on the principles and practices upheld in the 
approved frameworks, such as building secure respectful relationships and collaborative 
decision-making processes. 

Critical self-reflection suggests the introduction of considerations of power in looking 
back at one’s thinking and decision-making processes. Educational leaders use reflective 
practice to engage in the type of critical questioning of leadership practice that ‘can 
expand choices about how to think and to act against knowledge and actions that 
oppress or discriminate’ (MacNaughton, 2005, p. 11). This type of reflection provides a 
self-audit that allows one to challenge the assumptions that lead to taken-for-granted or 
poor-quality practice, and instead strive for the practice that is in the best interests of all 
children and families. 

Reflection includes the ability to think backwards and forwards. Principles and practices 
are considered and reconsidered from more than one perspective. This is an important 
strategy to help transform daily practices through ‘thinking otherwise’ or thinking from a 
place of possibility (Macfarlane, Nolan & Cartmel, 2014). 

Critical thinking and reflection are important and high-level skills, and an essential 
component of quality practice. 

If leaders are to be effective in supporting children’s learning, development and wellbeing, 
and in supporting families and their colleagues, they need to have a deep understanding 
of the features of the reflective process. The use of critical thinking and reflection allows 
educational leaders to move beyond the boundaries of the early childhood education 
and care discipline and take their knowledge base to new spaces for learning. Engaging in 
discussions with colleagues and professionals from other disciplines helps to consider new 
ideas and ways of thinking and doing from more than one perspective (Cartmel, Macfarlane 
& Nolan, 2013; Nicholson et al., 2018). This allows educational leaders to consider aspects 
of their own leadership practice and further expand thinking and questioning about 
practice. This, in turn, will influence the way in which relationships are established with all 
stakeholders including children, families, colleagues and other professionals involved in 
children’s education and care.
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Reflection and critical thinking help educational leaders to support the transformational 
changes in practice that are responsive to the needs of children and families. It is important 
to practice reflection as an individual by thinking about the way you do things and why. 
However, it is also important for educational leaders to be reflective when engaging in 
conversations with colleagues in the workplace and professional community (Casley & 
Cartmel, 2009). The skill of reflection involves both listening and talking with others, as it is 
through listening to others that we deepen our own knowledge and understandings. The 
skill of reflection has the potential to strengthen and build confidence at an individual and 
team level. 

What is needed to support meaningful reflection?
Firstly, educational leaders require self-awareness and an understanding of why they do 
what they do. This involves being aware of their own beliefs and values about their actions 
or pedagogy in the light of their understanding of theory and research. 

Secondly, because reflective practice is more effective when it involves dialogue with others, 
educational leaders need to be able to build relationships with colleagues and encourage 
educators to listen and talk to each other, find common ground and create the partnerships 
required to provide the best environments in which children can grow and develop. 

Thirdly, educational leaders and educators need to build their knowledge of contemporary 
theory, research and practice about children, children’s services and the social and political 
context in which they operate. This enables educators to examine possibilities so that 
they are unconstrained by their own beliefs and value systems, and by taken-for-granted 
understandings and ideas.

Reflection and change
In order for transformational change to occur, a cycle of reflection and action needs to 
take place. In this process, individuals come together to build relationships and make the 
necessary connections to share knowledge. Together they can act as a ‘whole’ to co-create 
new opportunities and innovative ideas to address their most complex challenges 
(Scharmer, 2009). 

Collective knowledge opens up the possibilities for action, and the capacity to sense 
something new arises from the shift in our awareness and intention, moving from 
preconceived notions to operating in a more connected way (Scharmer, 2009, 2018; 
Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski & Flowers, 2005). Listening is the 
basis for this process—listening to oneself, to others and to what emerges from the 
group. The capacity to listen to what is emerging from the group is the place where 
change occurs. Hence, understanding the characteristics of listening is important to the 
process of reflection.
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Generative listening 
Listening is not just important in leadership, it is essential. Most of us learn to be reflective 
listeners, where we learn to listen to another person’s point of view. However, the ability 
to listen and to hear the views of others is not always enough to improve practice or affect 
change. Generative listening, on the other hand, is the deepest kind of listening. Generative 
listening is the ability to listen to oneself, listen to others and listen to what emerges from 
a group (Scharmer, 2009, 2018). Generative listening requires a high level of reflexivity 
and openness to hearing what other people have to say. It involves giving meaning to the 
message and value to those who are being listened to, which requires a deep awareness 
and suspension of judgment and habitual ways of thinking (Rinaldi, 2001; Scharmer, 2009, 
2018). Listening from this perspective involves hearing, interpreting and co-constructing 
meaning through shared dialogue. 

Generative listening requires listening with open hearts and minds and an open will, 
so that we no longer look at something only from the outside, or only empathise with 
someone. Generative listening takes us to a space where a deeper understanding of our 
lived experiences exists, and future possibilities can emerge (Scharmer, 2009, 2018). You 
know you are in generative listening as you go through a change and are no longer where 
you began, but have connected as a group with a deeper source of knowing. This opens the 
way for new ways of being, knowing and doing. 

The ability to shift from simply reacting to a situation, to thinking about what could be 
different about the circumstances is critical to effective leadership. As we face rapidly 
changing environments, educational leaders will need to rely less on past patterns of 
thinking and learn instead to pay attention to the emerging opportunities for themselves 
and their team, organisation and community (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). Shifting from past 
to future thinking is not an easy journey, as we are easily trapped and tricked into going 
back to what we know and trust. To make this shift, leaders need to start with themselves. 
This can only happen by learning to suspend judgment, which is about listening to oneself. 
Suspending judgment requires: 

• a willingness to not impose your own pre-established frameworks and policies 
onto what you are seeing and hearing (Senge et al., 2005) 

• patience, without which one can easily revert to past ways of thinking rather than 
allowing new ideas to emerge.

This only happens through shared dialogue with others in a safe space that allows for 
building trusting relationships. Hence, listening to others is about creating a safe space and 
building the necessary relationships to be able to think into the future. 

Powerful questions
Asking questions is a powerful trigger in the reflective process. Asking the right kind of 
questions is a skill equal to undertaking the appropriate kind of listening processes. 

Often we focus on having the ‘right’ answer, rather than the ‘right’ question. Effective 
questions challenge our current operating assumptions and may be the key to creating 
more positive outcomes. Questions open the door to discovery, particularly when they are 
based on genuine inquiry into a situation or others’ perspectives. Learning to be genuinely 
curious is the key to asking powerful questions.



ACECQAACECQA 121Part Two: A Model for understanding and exploring educational leadershipPart Two: A Model for understanding and exploring educational leadership

Consider the processes of listening and talking. When an individual is engaged in 
generative dialogue, they are opening their thinking to what is emerging within the 
conversation. When an individual ends a conversation, they no longer have the same 
thoughts as they did at the beginning of the conversation because they have been thinking 
about their own ideas and linking them with the ideas of others. This opens up the 
possibility to ‘think otherwise’ (Foucault, 1984) and, therefore, have a new perspective on 
their own thinking. 

Scharmer (2009) takes this concept a step further, stating that a person will be 
fundamentally changed at the end of the conversation, as the dialogue of the conversation 
has changed their thinking and perspectives.

What makes a question powerful?

There are definitions for ‘open’ and ‘closed’ questions; however, it is important to 
understand the characteristics of an effective statement of inquiry in order to be able to 
construct a powerful question. The following statements help to define what a powerful 
question is:

• A powerful question can catch people from where their thinking is and meet them 
where there is most energy (to go deeper) and relevance for them to make a change.

• A powerful question is simple, clear and penetrating (i.e. it challenges one to reflect 
and find the knowledge or wisdom that’s already there).

• A powerful question involves people’s values, feelings, hopes and ideals. 
The question needs to be larger than them so they can connect with, and 
contribute to, it at a deeper level.

• A powerful question will shift from a problem or fix-it focus to a possibility focus.

• A powerful question can help others to shape their questions, as they know their 
situation better.

Thus a powerful question:

• generates curiosity

• stimulates reflective conversation

• is thought-provoking

• surfaces underlying assumptions

• invites creativity and new possibilities

• generates energy and forward movement

• channels attention and focuses on inquiry

• touches a deeper meaning

• evokes more questions (Vogt, Brown & Issacs, 2003).

Generative listening and powerful questions are features of processes that support reflection. 
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Models of reflection
Educational leaders need to facilitate the cycles of reflection that underpin educators’ ability 
to create knowledge and act together out of their individual and common experiences. 

‘Real work’ is often seen as detailed analysis and immediate decision-making, whereas 
‘knowledge work’ takes time. Knowledge work includes engaging in meaningful conversation 
and critical thinking. Knowledge-making is what helps the team to understand each other’s 
diverse perspectives, and it’s what enables the team to come together. 

Working as a team to support children’s growth and learning requires that staff broadens 
its ability to solve complex problems, and there needs to be a continual process of coming 
together to discuss what is happening. One of the most important mechanisms for 
holding a safe space for deeper learning is based on ‘awareness-based leadership’, where 
generative listening processes are seen as part of the culture of an organisation. When this 
happens, the educational leader is well positioned to facilitate a conversation (Cartmel, 
Macfarlane, Casley & Smith, 2015; Stanfield, 2000) to support the staff in using reflection 
and critical thinking.

GETTING PRACTICAL

Reflective point
A group of emerging and experienced educators joined together for some conversations 
about their practice. One of them said, ‘A variety of practitioners have come into the sector. 
They’ve come from a variety of backgrounds, a variety of pedagogical knowledge and 
understanding … it is important to have community scholarship because there’s a lot of 
fragmentation, so if we can bring that together in some way … We are all working for the 
same thing and we all want to improve the scholarship of the field and improve practice in 
the field’. 

This educator was stating how important it was for each member of the group to share 
their tacit knowledge in order to expand their collective knowledge and understandings. 
However, they could not rely on their tacit knowledge alone to make themselves think 
about things differently. They needed to also share their ideas about what they had 
researched and read, and how, through critical reflection, they could link existing ideas and 
understandings with new knowledge in a very supportive way.

Reflection can be an intentional practice facilitated by the educational leader. It is critical 
that a service prioritises time for the staff team or small groups or individuals to engage 
in the process. (In school age child care, the children may also be involved in reflective 
conversations with the staff team [Casley & Cartmel, 2010; Cartmel, Casley & Smith, 2017].) 
Uninterrupted time should be set aside each week, fortnight or month for facilitated 
reflective conversations to occur. 

The process of reflection is linked to ‘being curious’ (Jones, 1998). The notion of being 
curious helps individuals to listen with an ‘open heart, open mind, open will’ (Scharmer, 
2009). Reflection and curiosity are important for critical thinking, which leads to problem-
solving and decision-making that are embedded in the principles and practices of working 
with children and families. 



ACECQAACECQA 123Part Two: A Model for understanding and exploring educational leadershipPart Two: A Model for understanding and exploring educational leadership

A useful way for educational leaders to support educators or other professionals, by 
leading critical reflection, is to use a guided conversation process such as the highly 
effective ‘Circles of Change’ model of reflection (Cartmel et al., 2015). This four-step action-
learning model is fundamental to the process of critical reflection. In order for participants 
to become confident and skilled at using this model to inform their reflective practice, it is 
recommended that educational leaders guide them through at least four 30- to 60-minute 
sessions. These four sessions would include presenting some information about how the 
reflective process works—and, in particular, importance of generative listening—to help 
each staff member focus on their capacity to engage in reflective thinking.

In using the ‘Circles of Change’ model to guide educators through reflective practice, the 
educational leader may assist them to focus on an aspect of practice, an issue of concern, 
or a topic of interest that is relevant to their work. Educational leaders can help educators 
and other stakeholders to engage in the guided conversation process to utilise reflection 
by involving everyone in the communicative activities. This involves asking powerful 
questions and using generative listening. 

Using this model of reflection leads to understandings and actions that can change and 
improve practices to achieve a higher quality of education and care in children’s services.

Table 2.4 on p. 124 presents an outline of the four steps that comprise the ‘Circles of 
Change’ model, along with some questions to stimulate thinking and engagement in 
the process.
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Table 2.4: The four steps in the ‘Circles of Change’ and related reflective questions

Step 1: Deconstruct—the process of describing what is happening.

Question to ask: 

• How would you describe the situation?

Step 2: Confront—approach personal, social and community issues head-on by 
examining difficult topics, including those previously considered ‘untouchable’.

Questions to ask:

• What are the different aspects of the situation?

• What are the demands and pressures?

• What is it like being in this situation?

Step 3: Theorise—understand the importance of linking theory to practice, and 
the need to apply what is learnt theoretically to what is implemented in the field.

Questions to ask: 

• What values do you want to hold in thinking about the situation?

• What are your options in responding to this situation?

• Which options would you want to explore further?

Step 4: Think otherwise—think differently from what is presently happening and 
come up with other ways, or better ways of practising.

Questions to ask:

• What would the impact of your thinking/reflection be on the situation?

• What will you do next? 

(Adapted from Cartmel et al., 2015)

Further questions to ask while completing the mode:

• Who benefits from what I do and what I know?

• How and why do they benefit? 

• Do I want this to continue?

• Why do I take this particular action or use this particular knowledge?

• Whose interests does this knowledge or action support? (Nicholson et al., 2018) 

Developing your questioning style
In order to ask questions that most effectively support the reflection and thinking of staff 
teams, it is recommended that educational leaders consider the three elements of how to 
design a powerful question: construction, scope and assumptions (Vogt et al., 2003). These 
three dimensions are described on p. 125.
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Scope
The ‘scope’ of a question needs to take into account the stakeholders or the context being 
discussed. The scope of inquiry can be progressively broadened as the questions are structured. 
However, the inquiry needs to remain within the realistic boundaries of your role and the situation 
in which you are working. You may want to make this explicit prior to or during the inquiry.

Reflective questions:

• How can we best manage supporting the team?

• How can we best manage supporting the service?

• How can we best manage supporting inclusive practice at a community level?

Construction and assumptions
The construction of powerful questions means that they will often contain implicit 
or explicit assumptions. These assumptions shape the question and are used by the 
individual to give them cues about the kind of response they could make. For example, 
consider the construction of the following question:

‘How should we build an inclusive service?’

What are the underlying assumptions here? The question assumes:

• everyone knows what an inclusive service is

• everyone wants to build an inclusive service

• error or blame (the service is not inclusive at all, so you need to do something about it).

In facilitating a conversation to help staff engage in critical thinking, the educational leader 
can structure the powerful questions to prompt generative listening. This, in turn, will uncover 
assumptions and open up the conversation to new possibilities. In the first instance, the 
self-aware educational leader might consider the following when framing their questions: 

• What are the assumptions or beliefs you are holding that could influence this 
conversation? For example, the service may hold certain assumptions about the 
educational leader’s role, so you would need to put that ‘on the table’. You need to 
explain your role and the collaborative way in which you are going to enact that role. 

• How ‘safe’ does the staff feel about engaging in conversations? Staff members 
need to understand that engaging in reflective conversation is a mechanism to 
help overcome the challenges they experience in implementing the program or 
supporting individual children or their families. The reason that the educational 
leader is asking the questions is to engage in an authentic dialogue that involves 
generative listening.

As an educational leader, asking genuine, powerful questions in conversations with 
your team supports critical thinking and reflection, and will generate new insights and 
possibilities for your practice with children and families. Engaging in regular conversation 
with your staff team, away from the everyday routine, will ensure that the time and space is 
created for deep thinking and testing out new ideas.
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