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Reflecting on practice is a cornerstone of professional nursing development. A
powerful tool for this introspection is Driscoll's reflective cycle, a structured approach
that helps nurses analyze experiences, identify learning points, and improve their
practice. This article explores how to effectively utilize Driscoll's reflective cycle
within a nursing reflective essay, providing practical guidance and illustrative
examples to enhance your understanding and writing. We'll examine the benefits,
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practical application, and common pitfalls to avoid when crafting a high-quality
nursing reflective essay using this model.

Understanding Driscoll's Reflective Cycle
Driscoll's reflective cycle is a simple yet effective model for guiding reflection. It
comprises four key stages: What?, So What?, Now What?, and Then What?. Each
stage prompts a deeper level of analysis, ultimately leading to personal and
professional growth. This cyclical approach is particularly well-suited for exploring
complex clinical scenarios and personal responses within a nursing reflective essay.
Key aspects of this framework make it a valuable tool for both novice and experienced
nurses alike.

### What? – Describing the Experience

This initial stage focuses on a factual account of the experience. Describe the situation
objectively, avoiding judgment or analysis. This section of your nursing reflective
essay needs to provide sufficient context for the reader to understand the event.
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Consider including the following:

The context: Where and when did the event occur? Who was involved?
The key details: What happened? What were the key actions, decisions, and
interactions?
Your role: What was your role in the event? What were your responsibilities?

Example: *“During my shift on the surgical ward, I cared for Mr. Jones, a 72-year-old
post-operative patient experiencing significant pain. He was verbally aggressive and
refused analgesia, despite my repeated attempts to explain the benefits and manage
his pain effectively. I felt frustrated and unsure how to best proceed.”*

### So What? – Analyzing the Experience

This is where the critical analysis begins. This section of your nursing reflective essay
should delve into the meaning and significance of the event. Ask yourself:

What were the feelings and emotions involved? (Self-reflection) Consider
your own emotional responses and those of others involved. The keywords here
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relate to emotional intelligence and self-awareness.
What were the positive and negative aspects of the situation? Identify
strengths and weaknesses in your actions and the actions of others.
What went well, and what could have been improved? This requires honest
self-assessment, potentially highlighting areas where you need to develop.
What theoretical frameworks or models are relevant? Link your experience
to nursing theories or models, demonstrating a deeper understanding of the
situation.

Example: *“My frustration stemmed from feeling powerless to alleviate Mr. Jones’s
pain. His aggression triggered my own anxieties about managing difficult patients.
Reflecting on my actions, I realized I could have utilized a different communication
technique, focusing more on active listening and empathy. The situation highlights the
importance of patient-centered communication and the complexities of pain
management in challenging clinical scenarios. Applying the principles of the person-
centered care model may have yielded better results.”*

### Now What? – Developing Action Plans
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This stage focuses on future implications and developing action plans for similar
situations. Your nursing reflective essay should clearly articulate how you will
improve your practice based on your reflections. Consider:

What changes will you make in your practice? This might involve new skills,
techniques, or approaches.
How will you approach similar situations differently? Be specific and
practical.
What further learning or development is needed? Identify specific areas for
growth and learning.

Example: *“In future encounters with similar patients, I will prioritize active listening
and empathetic communication. I will use validated pain assessment tools more
effectively and explore non-pharmacological pain relief methods. I will also seek out
further training on managing aggressive behavior in patients. Additionally, I will
consult more frequently with senior nurses when faced with complex pain
management challenges.”*
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### Then What? – Evaluating Outcomes

This final stage involves evaluating the effectiveness of your action plan in subsequent
experiences. While not always applicable in the context of a single reflective essay,
reflecting on how changes implemented after previous experiences affected
subsequent ones provides additional insight. This demonstrates a commitment to
continuous professional development. It shows a proactive approach to learning from
past mistakes and improving future practice.

Benefits of Using Driscoll's Reflective Cycle in
Nursing
Using Driscoll's cycle within your nursing reflective essay offers several key benefits:

Structured approach: Provides a clear framework for organizing your
thoughts and analysis.
Improved self-awareness: Facilitates deeper understanding of your strengths,
weaknesses, and emotional responses.
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Enhanced professional development: Promotes continuous learning and
improvement of nursing practice.
Stronger essay writing: Provides a logical structure for writing a compelling
and insightful reflective essay.

Writing a High-Quality Reflective Essay Using
Driscoll's Cycle
To write a high-quality nursing reflective essay, follow these steps:

1. Choose a significant experience: Select a clinical experience that offers valuable
learning opportunities.

2. Clearly define the context: Provide sufficient background information for the
reader to understand the situation.

3. Apply Driscoll's cycle rigorously: Follow each stage of the cycle systematically,
ensuring thorough analysis and reflection.
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4. Use evidence-based reasoning: Support your reflections with relevant nursing
theories, models, and literature.

5. Focus on personal learning: Emphasize your personal growth and development
throughout the essay.

6. Maintain a professional tone: Use formal language and avoid overly emotional or
subjective descriptions.

7. Proofread and edit carefully: Ensure your essay is free of grammatical errors
and typos.

Conclusion
Driscoll's reflective cycle provides a powerful framework for exploring and analyzing
clinical experiences. By integrating this model into your nursing reflective essay, you
can demonstrate a commitment to self-reflection, continuous professional
development, and a deeper understanding of your nursing practice. The structured
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approach enables a thorough analysis of situations, leading to improved skills and
patient care. Remember to focus on honest self-assessment, linking theoretical
knowledge to practical experience, and clearly articulating your plans for future
improvement. This reflective practice is crucial for lifelong learning in nursing and
enhancing the quality of patient care.

FAQ
Q1: Can I use Driscoll's cycle for more than one experience in a single essay?

A1: While you can discuss multiple related experiences, it's generally better to focus
on a single significant event to allow for a deep and thorough reflection using
Driscoll's cycle. Focusing on multiple events may lead to a less coherent and less
impactful essay.

Q2: How long should my nursing reflective essay be?

A2: The length will depend on the assignment guidelines. However, a typical
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reflective essay using Driscoll's cycle might range from 750 to 1500 words. Ensure
you address each stage of the cycle thoroughly without unnecessary padding.

Q3: What if I can't identify any specific areas for improvement?

A3: Even if the experience was largely positive, reflective practice involves identifying
areas for refinement. Perhaps you can discuss how to replicate your successful
approaches in different contexts or explore how to build upon existing skills to
improve efficiency or effectiveness.

Q4: How can I ensure my essay is ethically sound?

A4: Maintain patient confidentiality throughout. Avoid using real names or identifying
details. Focus on your learning and reflections, rather than criticizing colleagues or
making judgments about patients.

Q5: What are some common mistakes to avoid?

A5: Avoid overly descriptive accounts without analysis. Don’t simply recount the
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events; critically reflect on them. Avoid focusing solely on the negative; acknowledge
positive aspects and celebrate successes. And finally, avoid summarizing without
critically reflecting on the experience's meaning.

Q6: Are there alternative reflective models I could use?

A6: Yes, several other reflective models exist, such as Gibbs' reflective cycle, Rolfe's
reflective model, and Johns' model of structured reflection. The choice depends on
your personal preference and the assignment requirements.

Q7: How do I cite sources in my essay?

A7: Use a consistent citation style (APA, MLA, etc.) as required by your institution.
Properly cite any nursing theories, models, or literature you reference.

Q8: How can I ensure my essay demonstrates critical reflection?

A8: Critical reflection involves going beyond simply describing what happened and
analyzing the experience in depth. This involves considering your own feelings and
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biases, exploring underlying assumptions, and considering alternative perspectives.
It's about demonstrating a deep understanding of the experience and its implications
for your future practice. Using theoretical frameworks to support your analysis is a
key aspect of critical reflection.

Navigating the Labyrinth of Experience: A Deep
Dive into Nursing Reflective Essays using Driscoll's
Reflective Cycle
Nursing is a rigorous profession, demanding a superior level of expertise and
emotional fortitude. One crucial tool for professional development within this field is
reflective practice. This article delves into the effectiveness of using Driscoll's
reflective cycle as a framework for crafting impactful nursing reflective essays. We'll
examine its structure, practical applications, and the rewards it offers both students
and professionals in nursing.

Driscoll's reflective cycle, a simple yet powerful model, provides a structured
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approach to analyzing experiences. It encourages critical consideration and helps
nurses to learn from both successes and errors. The cycle comprises four key stages:
What? So What? Now What? This seemingly basic structure belies a significant
capacity for self-assessment and professional betterment.

What? The Descriptive Stage:

This initial stage involves a detailed description of the situation. It's crucial to be
impartial and exact in recounting the facts. For instance, a nursing student might
describe a recent practical experience administering medication to a patient. They
would detail the patient's situation, the medication administered, the procedure
followed, and any notes made during the process. This section isn't about assessment,
but about accurately painting a picture of the event. Think of it as creating a visual
representation of the experience, devoid of personal opinion.

So What? The Analytical Stage:

This stage moves beyond description to evaluation. The nurse now needs to ponder on
the experience, considering its significance. This involves exploring their feelings and
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those of the patient, and pinpointing any difficulties or areas for enhancement. Using
the medication example, the student might analyze their own anxiety while
administering the medication, the patient's reaction, and any deviations from usual
procedure. Here, the analytical skills of the nurse are brought to the forefront. The
goal is to uncover the underlying issues and relationships within the experience.

Now What? The Action Planning Stage:

This final stage focuses on future actions. Based on the analysis in the 'So What?'
stage, the nurse develops a plan for betterment. This might involve seeking further
training in a particular area, modifying their approach to patient care, or developing
new techniques to handle similar situations more efficiently. Continuing with the
medication example, the student might plan to practice administering medication
more frequently, seek mentorship from experienced nurses, or focus on developing
stronger communication skills with patients. This stage isn't just about pinpointing
weaknesses but creating a concrete route towards professional growth. It's about
turning reflection into action.
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The Practical Benefits of Using Driscoll's Reflective Cycle:

Driscoll's cycle provides a organized approach to reflection, making it easier to record
and assess experiences. It fosters self-awareness, promotes critical thinking, and
enhances professional skill. The cycle's simple structure makes it accessible to nurses
at all levels, from students to seasoned practitioners. Moreover, using the cycle
consistently can significantly improve patient care by enabling nurses to identify and
address areas for improvement in their practice, thereby leading to a more secure and
effective healthcare environment.

Implementing Driscoll's Cycle in Nursing Reflective Essays:

The most effective way to implement Driscoll's cycle is to use it as a structure for
organizing the essay itself. Each section of the essay can correspond to a stage in the
cycle. The introduction could briefly introduce the experience, the body paragraphs
would then delve into the "What?", "So What?", and "Now What?" stages, and the
conclusion would summarize the key learnings and future plans. By using this
structure, the essay becomes a clear and concise representation of the nurse's
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reflective process, demonstrating both their critical thinking and their commitment to
continuous professional development.

Conclusion:

Driscoll's reflective cycle offers a important framework for nurses to investigate their
practice, learn from experiences, and strive for continuous enhancement. By
providing a structured approach to reflection, it fosters critical thinking, strengthens
self-awareness, and promotes the development of highly skilled and compassionate
healthcare practitioners. Its simplicity and clarity make it readily adaptable to various
contexts within nursing practice, solidifying its place as a key tool in professional
development and the pursuit of high-quality patient care.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: Is Driscoll's Reflective Cycle only for nursing students?

A1: No, Driscoll's cycle is useful for nurses at all levels of experience. Experienced
nurses can use it to review complex cases, identify areas for improved leadership, and
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refine their clinical judgment.

Q2: How long should a reflective essay using Driscoll's cycle be?

A2: The length of the essay will depend on the specific assignment. However, a well-
structured essay typically focuses on a specific experience, allowing for detailed
assessment within a reasonable length, typically 500-1500 words.

Q3: Can I use other reflective models alongside Driscoll's cycle?

A3: Yes, you can integrate elements from other models. However, maintaining a clear
structure based on Driscoll's framework will help arrange your thoughts and create a
unified essay.

Q4: How can I ensure my reflective essay is objective?

A4: Be mindful of separating facts from opinions. Focus on accurately describing the
event before analyzing your personal reactions. Using direct quotes from patients can
add information to your descriptions.
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