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Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is presented in twelve chapters including this introductory chapter. The 

qualitative research paradigm acknowledges the place of the researcher within the 

research; therefore, this thesis has been written partly in the first person. In the grounded 

theory approach to research, the researcher starts with an open mind with regard to the 

potential theory which might be developed. For this study, literature was consulted in order 

to provide sensitivity to what the data might contain; however, the higher-level theoretical 

consideration of the findings was conducted after the findings. This high-level overview has 

therefore been placed after the findings chapters in this thesis.  

 

In chapters two, three and four the literature on reflection in practice has been presented, 

including reflection in the health professions and in physiotherapy, the models and modes 

of reflection which practising physiotherapists might be familiar with has been set out, and 

the professional context of physiotherapy practice has been explored. Chapter four also 

begins the transparency of the researcher in the research process by giving the professional 

background of the researcher. These three chapters contextualise the study through 

providing the background and context of this research and highlighting the research gap. 

 

The choice of philosophical framework chosen for this research has been explained in 

chapters five and six and the key components of the grounded theory approach drawn on 

are identified. These key components include the process of data analysis, theoretical 

sensitivity and coding. During the analysis, the analytical thinking strategies of asking 

questions of the data, writing memos and making comparisons were followed by conceptual 

development of the theory using theoretical coding families and event analysis. A summary 

of the participants and the data collection methods has also been presented. These two 

chapters provide the research framework, the methodology and methods in detail. 

 

The findings of the research have been presented in chapters seven, eight, nine and ten. The 

grounded theory of reflection by practising physiotherapists includes the six categories of 

purpose: making sense of self, making sense of other, seeking a solution, questing, practising 

worthily and demonstrating worthiness. Some benefits of reflection have been identified in 
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recruitment of participants, data collection, researcher awareness/reflexivity, ethics, 

data analysis, findings, and the value of the research. Such checklists are imperfect 

tools given the wide variety of qualitative research. The limitations of such checklists 

have been recognised with no gold standard tool existing for specific study designs nor 

for generic tools (Katrak et al. 2004); however, Dixon-Woods et al. (2007) found that 

structured instruments enabled reviewers to be more explicit about their judgements. 

Even so, I found that I needed to be aware of consistency in the judgements I made 

about each aspect of the paper. I experienced a tension between making a judgement 

which was based on my knowledge of qualitative research, and answering the set 

questions each time.  

 

Given that the CASP tool is not intended to be summated and scored, and the 

meaningfulness of doing so is limited, there now follows an overview of the issues 

regarding the research quality of these papers, before returning attention to the 

content of the physiotherapy literature on reflection. This overview follows the 

questions posed by the CASP tool, which begin with the choice of research design. The 

choice of qualitative research was consistently appropriate across the studies. 

Research design was also appropriate although the design choice was not always 

discussed. The recruitment of participants was mostly clear although discussion of why 

some may not have agreed to participate was most commonly lacking (only present in 

five papers). Likewise, data collection methods were consistently clear but any 

discussion around modifications to the research was not included.  

 

It is when considering the evidence of researcher awareness that these omissions of 

discussion become most obvious, with very few studies including any such discussion 

on reflexivity and those that did, notably Stewart and Richardson (2000) and Roche 

and Coote (2008), only meeting a few of the criteria. In judging studies by these 

omissions, it may be worthwhile to consider the restrictions placed upon authors when 

submitting work for publication. Rarely do journals permit the wordage allocation that 

any meaningful reflexivity would require. A brief mention of awareness that the 
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participants are students and the researchers are staff and that this might shape the 

journal entries (for instance) made by participants is all that is attempted. Similarly, 

the authors present the research design chosen and may indicate why this was chosen 

but space to discuss why an alternative was considered but discarded is not realistic. 

That being so, discussions are constrained to focusing on why something is appropriate 

and tend to avoid a wider consideration of the limitations of that choice. In such a way, 

the expectations of editors, reviewers and perhaps readers may shape what content is 

published. It is unknown whether reflexivity was not exercised, or not reported on, and 

if not reported on, why this might be so.  

 

Another restriction on the quality of published research studies may arise from the 

context of many of the papers which study student physiotherapists in relation to an 

educational strategy for facilitating reflection. Such educational audits may or may not 

have been submitted to a local ethics committee for approval; educational audits have 

not, historically, required such ethics scrutiny, and different ethics committees make 

different decisions on what they should scrutinise (Glasziou 2004). Furthermore, 

different journals may have different requirements for declaring the ethics process 

(Myles 2003). Therefore, student work can be examined for evidence of learning or 

reflection, or their level of reflective writing assessed legitimately without consent 

(and subsequently with a null drop-out rate) or alternatively, with consent which has 

not been declared. This may explain the weaknesses identified by the CASP analysis for 

the number of studies failing to provide evidence of proceeding with good ethics and 

also for the lack of discussion of attrition from the studies.  

 

The same points of discussion may account for the presentation of supporting data in 

both the analysis and findings but rarely with a discussion of possible contradictory 

data or findings. While such discussions may enhance the trustworthiness of the study, 

the limitations of publishing do not encourage it. The overall picture of the quality of 

studies in this review had a trend towards being strong in the choice of qualitative 

methodology, data collection and analysis, while lacking in areas such as reflexivity, 





































































 

 
53 

 

Chapter Four: The Context of this Study 

Introduction 

An overview of the professional context in which the research is situated is given in 

this chapter. This includes the development of physiotherapy in the United Kingdom 

(UK), the nature of physiotherapy education and the influences on professional 

knowledge development. An overview of the professional influences which have 

accompanied the development of the profession is provided, in particular the close 

association with the medical profession, which has led to the profession having an 

underpinning technical-rational philosophy most recently shown in the allegiance to 

evidence based practice. This context is necessary in order to understand the 

physiotherapy setting in which reflection is being studied, rather than the broader 

setting of health professionals. This is necessary because professional learning is 

interdependent with how it is learned and the nature of the context in which it is 

learned affects what knowledge is used (Eraut 1994 p20). The historical and political 

factors that shaped the profession of physiotherapy are part of the context which 

shapes the nature and scope of reflection in physiotherapy that I investigated.  

 

Reflection in a professional context is usually first encountered in undergraduate 

education, which has resulted in much of the developing theory in this field being 

generated from the perspective of health educator academics, including those in 

physiotherapy. This being the case, the context of physiotherapy education is also 

considered. Understanding the professional context of the reflection may also help to 

understand some of the perspectives of reflection from the practitioners participating 

in this study. Finally, an overview of my engagement in reflection which led to my 

interest in this research field is also provided.  
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Data collection methods 

I now turn to considering the data collection methods. Typical of grounded theory 

studies, this study has several stages of data collection, each one developing the 

research ideas further. The first stage of the research was to explore the research 

problem in order to inform subsequent stages of data collection; this was achieved 

through photo-elicitation interviews with physiotherapists. The second stage explored 

in more depth the relationship between reflection and physiotherapy practice; this 

was achieved though the means of audio diaries kept by physiotherapists. The third 

stage of the research was a verification stage where the grounded theory developed 

during the research was presented to participants to examine the extent to which they 

recognised the theory in their own experiences of reflection. In parallel with the 

second stage, although it is reported sequentially for the purpose of coherence and 

clarity, an exploration was made of the process of reflection used by physiotherapists 

through strategies such as walking and other routinized, non-cognitively demanding 

activities. Data analysis was performed at each stage, but was performed in parallel 

with data-collection and continuously across the stages. Before the data collection 

methods are described, an overview of the participants will be presented.  

 

Participants 
Participants for this study were qualified practising physiotherapists drawn from a 

network of colleagues who expressed an interest in the research (for confidentiality, 

pseudonyms have been used). This focus on practising physiotherapists, rather than 

students, enabled the focus of any potential benefits of reflection to be on the 

development of practice, rather than the initial achievement of becoming a 

physiotherapist, and on real-life reflection, rather than classroom reflection. It also 

addressed the gap in the literature for studies exploring real-world reflection.  

 

To permit close scrutiny and the development of in-depth understanding in this field, a 

small number of participants was aimed for. The primacy of theory generation rather 

than theory testing in grounded theory does not require extensive data (Glaser and 
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reported using cognitive rather than written forms of reflection, mixed with dialogical 

forms of reflection. Also of interest were the amount of time they spent reflecting, the 

places they reflected in (which were often outside of the workplace) and the activities 

they were engaged in while reflecting. The data contained some indications of their 

perceptions of the value of reflection to their practice; however, at this point, I 

considered that there was significant information about the way in which 

physiotherapists reflected which was not represented in the literature and which was 

worthy of further exploration. This being the case, I considered it inappropriate to 

continue to explore the benefits of reflection to practice before examining these 

aspects more deeply. At this point, the focus of my research shifted in response to the 

data, which is entirely consistent with an exploratory approach to research when 

examining what has previously been unknown ground. While keeping in mind the 

potential for reflection to benefit practice, I became more focused on the different 

ways in which physiotherapists used reflection as part of their practice. This was a 

subtle shift in some ways; however, I was no longer focusing on outcomes of 

reflection.  

 

Audio diaries 
The second stage of the study used audio diaries with physiotherapists in order to 

explore further the relationship between reflection, practice and possible benefits to 

practice. This stage was shaped partly by the initial research question and partly by an 

understanding of the relationship between reflection and practice that had been 

developed from data in stage one. The audio diaries were made with the use of digital 

voice recorders which participants used to record their diaries in the form of spoken 

narrative. 

 

Diaries have been frequently used in health and social research where researchers are 

interested in precise accounts of behaviour (Bryman 2001); however, Hislop et al. 

(2005) suggest that paper diaries limit insights into embedded behaviour in its social 

context. Audio diaries have previously been used as a means of collecting examples of 

non-formal learning across a range of practice settings in health care practitioners 
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pseudonyms. I was also mindful of anonymity, and when selecting data for use in 

illustrating the theory I passed over data extracts which contained information such as 

personal hobbies, and work or life circumstances which I thought might be identifying, 

in favour of data extracts without such identifiers.  
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