The Park - an exercise in reflective writing

Introduction

This is an account of an incident in a park. It is recounted by ‘Annie’ who was involved in the
incident herself. It is written in different versions that demonstrate different levels of reflective
writing. At the end of the accounts, there are notes on the criteria for the levels of reflection that
each account portrays. You may not be given the notes until you have discussed your responses
to the material. It is best to sum up this exercise with the framework for reflective writing —
Resource 9 to which it is related.

The Park (1)

I went through the park the other day. The sun shone sometimes but large clouds floated across
the sky in a breeze. It reminded me of a time that I was walking on St David’s Head in Wales —
when there was a hard and bright light and anything I looked at was bright. It was really quite
hot — so much nicer than the day before, which was rainy. I went over to the children’s playing
field. I had not been there for a while and wanted to see the improvements. There were several
children there and one, in particular, I noticed, was in too many clothes for the heat. The
children were running about and this child became red in the face and began to slow down and
then he sat. He must have been about 10. Some of the others called him up again and he got to
his feet. He stumbled into the game for a few moments, tripping once or twice. It seemed to me
that he had just not got the energy to lift his feet. Eventually he stumbled down and did not get
up but he was still moving and he shuffled into a half sitting and half lying position watching the
other children and I think he was calling out to them. I don’t know.

Anyway, I had to get on to get to the shop to buy some meat for the chilli that my children had
asked for their party. The twins had invited many friends round for an end-of-term celebration of
the beginning of the summer holidays. They might think that they have cause to celebrate but it
makes a lot more work for me when they are home. I find that their holiday time makes a lot
more work.

It was the next day when the paper came through the door — in it there was a report of a child
who had been taken seriously ill in the park the previous day. He was fighting for his life in
hospital and they said that the seriousness of the situation was due to the delay before he was
brought to hospital. The report commented on the fact that he had been lying unattended for half
an hour before someone saw him. By then the other children had gone. It said that that several
passers-by might have seen him looking ill and even on the ground and the report went on to ask
why passers-by do not take action when they see that something is wrong. The article was headed
‘Why do they ‘Walk on by’? I have been terribly upset since then. James says I should not worry
— it is just a headline.

The Park (2)



I went to the park the other day. I was going to the supermarket to get some meat to make the
chilli that I had promised the children. They were having one of their end-of-term celebrations
with friends. I wonder what drew me to the playground and why I ended up standing and
watching those children playing with a rough old football? I am not sure as I don’t usually look at
other people’s children — I just did. Anyway there were a number of kids there. I noticed, in
particular, one child who seemed to be very overdressed for the weather. I try now to recall what
he looked like - his face was red. He was a boy of around 10 — not unlike Charlie was at that age
— maybe that is why I noticed him to start with when he was running around with the others. But
then he was beginning to look distressed. I felt uneasy about him — sort of maternal but I did not
do anything. What could I have done? I remember thinking, I had little time and the
supermarket would get crowded. What a strange way of thinking, in the circumstances!

In retrospect I wish I had acted. I ask myself what stopped me - but I don’t know what I might
have done at that point. Anyway he sat down, looking absolutely exhausted and as if he had no
energy to do anything. A few moments later, the other children called him up to run about again.
I felt more uneasy and watched as he got up and tried to run, then fell, ran again and fell and half
sat and half'lay. Still I did nothing more than look — what was going on with me?

Eventually I went on I tell myself now that it was really important to get to the shops. It was the
next day when the paper came through the door that I had a real shock. In the paper there was a
report of a child who had been taken seriously ill in the park the previous day. He was fighting
for his life in the hospital and the situation was much more serious because there had been such a
delay in getting help. The report commented on the fact that he had been lying, unattended, for
half an hour or more. At first, I wondered why the other children had not been more responsible.
The article went on to say that several passers-by might have seen him playing and looking ill and
the report questioned why passers-by do not take action when they see that something is wrong.

The event has affected me for some days but I do not know where to go or whom to tell. I do
want to own up to my part in it to someone though.

The Park (3)

The incident happened in Ingle Park and it is very much still on my mind. There was a child
playing with others. He looked hot and unfit and kept sitting down but the other children kept on
getting him back up and making him play with them. I was on my way to the shop and only
watched the children for a while before I walked on. Next day it was reported in the paper that
the child had been taken to hospital seriously ill — very seriously ill. The report said that there
were several passers-by in the park who had seen the child looking ill and who had done nothing.
It was a scathing report about those who do not take action in such situations.

Reading the report, I felt dreadful and it has been very difficult to shift the feelings. I did not stop
to see to the child because I told myself that I was on my way to the shops to buy food for a meal
that I had to cook for the children’s party — what do I mean thar I 4ad to cook it?. Though I saw
that the child was ill, I didn’t do anything. It is hard to say what I was really thinking at the time
— to what degree I was determined to go on with my day in the way I had planned it (the party
really was not that important was it?). Or did I genuinely not think that the boy was ill — but just



over-dressed and a bit tired? To what extent did I try to make convenient excuses and to what
extent was my action based on an attempt to really understand the situation? Looking back, I
could have cut through my excuses at the time — rather than now.

I did not go over to the child and ask what was wrong but I should have done. I could have
talked to the other children - and even got one of the other children to call for help. I am not sure
if the help would have been ambulance or doctor at that stage — but it does not matter now. If he
had been given help then, he might not be fighting for his life.

It would be helpful to me if I could work out what I was really thinking and why I acted as I did.
This event has really shaken me to my roots — more than I would have expected. It made me feel
really guilty. I do not usually do wrong, in fact I think of myself as a good person. This event is
also making me think about actions in all sorts of areas of my life. It reminds me of some things
in the past as when my uncle died — but then again I don’t really think that that is relevant - he
was going to die anyway. My bad feelings then were due to sheer sadness and some irrational
regrets that I did not visit him on the day before. Strangely it also reminds me of how bad I felt
when Charlie was ill while we went on that anniversary weekend away. As I think more about
Charlie being ill, I recognise that there are commonalities in the situations. I also keep wondering
if I knew that boy....

The Park (4)

It happened in Ingle Park and this event is very much still on my mind. It feels significant. There
was a child playing with others. He looked hot and unfit and kept sitting down but the other
children kept on getting him back up and making him play with them. I was on my way to the
shop and only watched the children for a while before I walked on. Next day it was reported in
the paper that the child had been taken to hospital seriously ill — very seriously ill. The report said
that there were several passers-by in the park who had seen the child looking ill and who had
done nothing. It was a scathing report about those who do not take action in such situation.

It was the report initially that made me think more deeply. It kept coming back in my mind and
over the next few days - I begun to think of the situation in lots of different ways. Initially I
considered my urge to get to the shop — regardless of the state of the boy. That was an easy way
of excusing myself — to say that I had to get to the shop. Then I began to go through all of the
agonising as to whether I could have mis-read the situation and really thought that the boy was
simply over-dressed or perhaps play-acting or trying to gain sympathy from me or the others.
Could I have believed that the situation was all right? All of that thinking, I now notice, would
also have let me off the hook — made it not my fault that I did not take action at the time.

I talked with Tom about my reflections on the event — on the incident, on my thinking about it at
the time and then immediately after. He observed that my sense of myself as a ‘good person who
always lends a helping hand when others need help’ was put in some jeopardy by it all. At the
time and immediately after, it might have been easier to avoid shaking my view of myself than to
admit that I had avoided facing up to the situation and admitting that I had not acted as ‘a good
person’. With this hindsight, I notice that I can probably find it easier to admit that I am not



always ‘a good person’ and that I made a mistake in retrospect than immediately after the event.
I suspect that this may apply to other situations.

As 1 think about the situation now, I recall some more of the thoughts — or were they feelings
mixed up with thoughts? I remember a sense at the time that this boy looked quite scruffy and
reminded me of a child who used to play with Charlie. We did not feel happy during the brief
period of their friendship because this boy was known as a bully and we were uneasy either that
Charlie would end up being bullied, or that Charlie would learn to bully. Funnily enough we
were talking about this boy — I now remember — at the dinner table the night before. The
conversation had reminded me of all of the angonising about the children’s friends at the time.
The fleeting thought / feeling was possibly something like this:— if this boy is like one I did not
feel uncomfortable with — then maybe he deserves to get left in this way. Maybe he was a brother
of the original child. I remember social psychology research along the lines of attributing blame
to victims to justify their plight. Then it might not have been anything to do with Charlie’s friend.

So I can see how I looked at that event and perhaps interpreted it in a manner that was consistent
with my emotional frame of mind at the time. Seeing the same events without that dinner-time
conversation might have led me to see the whole thing in an entirely different manner and I might
have acted differently. The significance of this whole event is chilling when I realise that my lack
of action nearly resulted in his death — and it might have been because of an attitude that was
formed years ago in relation to a different situation.

This has all made me thing about how we view things. The way I saw this event at the time was
quite different to the way I see it now — even this few days later. Writing an account at the time
would have been different to the account — or several accounts that I would write now. I cannot

know what ‘story’ is ‘true’. The bullying story may be one that I have constructed retrospectively
- fabricated. Interestingly I can believe that story completely.

The Park: comments on the quality of reflection
The Park (1)

This piece tells the story. Sometimes it mentions past experiences, sometimes anticipates the future but all in
the context of the account of the story.

There might be references to emotional state, but the role of the emotions on action is not explored.
Ideas of others are mentioned but not elaborated or used to investigate the meaning of the events.
The account is written only from one point of view — that of Annie.

Generally ideas are presented in a sequence and are only linked by the story. They are not all relevant or
Sfocused

In fact — you could hardly deem this to be reflective at all. It is very descriptive. It could be a reasonably
written account of an event that could serve as a basis on which reflection might start, though it hardly signals
any material for reflection — other than the last few words



The Park (2)

In this account there is a description of the same events. There is very little addition of ideas from outside the
event — reference to attitudes of others, comments.

The account is more than a story though. It is focused on the event as if there is a big question to be asked and
answered.

In the questioning there is recognition of the worth of exploring the motives for behaviour — but it does not go
very far. In other words, asking the questions makes it more than a descriptive account, but the lack of
attempt to respond to the questions means that there is little actual analysis of the events.

Annie is critical of her actions and in her questions, signals this. The questioning of action does mean that
Annie is standing back from the event to a small extent. There is a sense that she recognises that this is a
significant incident, with learning to be gained — but the reflection does not go sufficiently deep to enable the
learning to begin to occur.

The Park (3)

The description is succinct — just sufficient to raise the issues. Extraneous information is not added. It is not
a story. The focus is on the attempt to reflect on the event and to learn from it. There is more of a sense of
Annie standing back from the event in order to reflect better on her actions and in order to be more effectively
critical.

There is more analysis of the situation and an evident understanding that it was not a simple situation — that
there might be alternative explanations or actions that could be justified equally effectively.

The description could be said to be slightly narrow (see The Park (4)) as Annie is not acknowledging that
there might be other ways of perceiving the situation — other points of view. She does not seem to be
recognising that her reflection is affected by her frame of reference at the time or now. It is possible, for
example, that her experience with Charlie (last paragraph) — or her question about knowing the boy have
influenced the manner in which she reacted. It might not just be a matter of linking up other events, but of
going beyond and checking out the possibility that her frame of reference might have been affected by the prior
experiences.

The Park (4) (you may not have been given the fourth part of The Park)

The account is succinct and to the point. There is some deep reflection here that is self-critical and questions
the basis of the beliefs and values on which the behaviour was based.

There is evidence of standing back from the event, of Annie treating herself as an object acting within the
context.



There is also an internal dialogue — a conversation with herself in which she proposes and further reflects on
alternative explanations.

She shows evidence of looking at the views of others (Tom) and of considering the alternative point of view,
and learning from it.

She recognises the significance of the effect of passage of time on her reflection —eg that her personal frame of
reference at the time may have influenced her actions and that a different frame of reference might have lead to
different results.

She notices that the proximity of other, possibly unrelated events (the dinner-time conversation) have an effect
either possibly on her actual behaviour and her subsequent reflection — or possibly on her reflective processes
only. She notices that she can be said to be reconstructing the event in retrospect — creating a story around it
that may not be ‘true’.

She recognises that there may be no conclusion to this situation — but that there are still things to be learnt
from it.

She has also been able to reflect on her own process of reflecting (acted metacognitively), recognising that her
process influenced the outcome.

Exercise devised by Jenny Moon



