
 

 

1 | ANU ACADEMIC SKILLS  

ANU Academic Skills 

ANU Academic Skills offers free and confidential assistance with 

study skills. We can review your drafts and give you tips on writing, 

time management, referencing and more. Visit 

https://www.anu.edu.au/students/academic-skills to find out more! 

Reflective writing for ANU+ 

As part of your assessment for ANU+ you will write short reflections. For every 20 hours of 

volunteering you do, you’ll submit 200-300 words reflecting on your volunteering 

experience against one of the development outcomes. The development outcomes are:  

1. Inclusion and awareness of diversity 

2. Self awareness 

3. Community and global engagement 

4. Communication skills 

5. Personal and social responsibility 

6. Resilience 

7. Leadership skills and understanding of organisational dynamics 

The purpose of reflective writing for ANU+ is to develop your awareness about how you 

can best approach the workplace challenges you face. Reflective writing helps you to  

 Identify your strengths and areas for improvement 

 Evaluate strategies and plan for next time 

 Manage yourself and your expectations 

 Identify your achievements and goals 

Keep a journal 

Reflective writing is highly personal, as it’s about your experiences, your feelings and 

responses to those experiences, and your ideas about what you can do better or 

differently in future. While you volunteer, you will face many different experiences that you 

can reflect on later. The tricky thing will be to remember all the experiences, so keeping a 

journal or log book is helpful.  

At the end of each shift, note some key points about experiences that you can write about 

later. Note down also which of the development outcomes those experiences could relate 

to, as this will help you to identify themes for your reflections. Here are some useful 

questions to consider in your journal:  

 Which experiences stood out to you today as particularly difficult, complex, 

successful, and/or surprising?  

 What happened?  

https://www.anu.edu.au/students/academic-skills
https://www.anu.edu.au/files/guidance/Development%20outcomes.pdf
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 What did I do?  

 Why did I do it?  

 What worked or didn’t work?  

 How did it make me feel?  

 What made the events difficult/complex/successful/surprising and why?  

 What could I do differently/the same next time? Why?  

 Which development outcomes do today’s experiences relate to? Why? 

 Why is this experience important to your professional development? 

A useful process to follow when writing your notes or draft reflections is to do the following:  

1. Retell – what happened? 

2. Relate – how does it relate to the development outcomes?  

3. Reflect – what did you learn from the experience? Why is it important? What will 

you do with this knowledge in future? 

The next section shows how you can develop these notes into your final reflections.  

Writing the reflections 

Reflective writing is very different to the type of writing that you usually do in academic 

essays or reports. Reflective writing is also not about describing ideas, solving simple 

problems, or summarising ideas from other people. Instead, it’s supposed to be about 

what you personally have learnt from your own first hand experiences.  

Common problems with reflections include 

 Trying to address too many development outcomes and events in one reflection 

 Not giving enough detail about what happened and how you responded 

 Not explaining why you think your future plans will be useful 

A good idea is to just focus on one development outcome, and just one or two events per 

reflection. Take the time to explain your thoughts in detail, so that someone can easily 

follow what happened, how you responded, and why this experience is important to your 

professional development.  

When you write a reflection, you should structure it to emphasise your key idea. Here is a 

suggested structure for a one-paragraph reflection:  

 Topic sentence: What is your overall reflection and how does it relate to the 

development outcome/s? 

 Next sentences: Evidence: Retell, relate, reflect 

 Concluding sentences: How did you reach your overall reflection and why is it 

important? 

Now we’ll go through some examples to see what to do and what not to do. In the analysis 

columns you can see what makes the reflections appropriate or not.  
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Example 1: A reflection that is too general 

Example Analysis 

Communication skills are an essential part of any workplace. 

According to Smith (2008, p. 13), communication skills 

include verbal communication, non-verbal communication like 

body language and eye contact, and other methods such as 

emails, phone calls and media releases. The reasons why 

communication skills are important to companies vary 

depending on the company type (Patel 2016, p. 45). For 

example, for a telecommunications company, communication 

between staff and clients is important to maintain the 

company’s reputation (Ashton 2010, p. 60). As one author 

emphasises, “clear and positive communication between a 

spokesperson and the client base ensures that the company 

remains in good standing” (Zhang 2015, p. 38). 

Communication between managers to service delivery staff is 

also essential … 

This example is very 

general, it doesn’t give 

the student’s own 

personal experience. It 

is more like an essay, 

with references to 

academic sources. Note 

that you’re not expected 

to use academic 

sources in your own 

reflections. 

Example 2: One that tries to fit too much in 

Example Analysis 

Before I started volunteering, I thought I knew 

a lot about communication skills. However, I 

quickly realised that communication is very 

difficult. I learnt this through my interactions 

with my manager and my fellow volunteers. I 

also learnt it when I had problems dealing with 

customers. For example, I realised that when I 

communicate with customers, I have to speak 

slowly and also give them written information 

to take away later. I also developed good 

resilience from my volunteering experience. 

For example, I learnt to be resilient when my 

manager gave me critical feedback on my 

work, and when my fellow volunteers did not 

do what I asked them to do. I feel like I 

developed good leadership skills during my 

first 20 hours because I took charge of a few 

different projects, such as the website refresh 

and the advertising program. These are 

complex tasks, and I’ve been given the task of 

delegating work to the team. Therefore I have 

learnt much already in my first stage of 

volunteering! 

The first two sentences are good 

because they indicate the student 

learnt about communication skills.  

However, the remaining sentences do 

not explain clearly how the student 

learnt those skills. What happened with 

the manager? What happened with the 

fellow volunteers and the customers? 

How did the student learn about the 

need to speak slowly with customers? 

A reflection should tell the story of 

what happened.  

This reflection tries to cover three 

development outcomes 

(communication skills, resilience and 

leadership skills). It is too much, since 

the reader doesn’t get a full picture of 

what happened and how the student 

developed each of those skills. You’re 

better off just focusing on one or at 

most two outcomes per reflection. 
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Example 3: A clear example 

Example Analysis 

Developing communication skills in 

Volunteers Australia 

 

During my first 20 hours at Volunteers 

Australia, I learnt that effective 

communication can be difficult when staff 

rely on emails. For example, in my first few 

hours, my manager emailed me to ask that I 

file a form. However, they didn’t explain 

where the files were. Because I was new, I 

felt embarrassed at taking up the manager’s 

time, and I didn’t want to ask a stupid 

question. So, I emailed my peer to ask if 

they knew where the file was. However, my 

peer took a couple of hours to respond, and 

they didn’t know where the file was either. I 

realised that I had to ask my manager. 

Since I was feeling shy, I emailed the 

manager rather than talking to them in 

person. It took the manager an hour to reply 

to me. All in all it took me over four hours to 

find an answer to a simple question. I am 

worried that this made me seem lazy. Next 

time, I would like to avoid this situation. So, I 

want to try different methods of 

communication, and I want to ask questions 

early on. When my manager next asks me 

to do something that I am unsure about, I 

will either phone them or go to ask them in 

person. My manager is friendly, so I think 

they will be happy to answer my questions 

in person. Asking questions will show my 

manager that I am proactive and care about 

completing my tasks correctly. In sum, this 

experience has shown me that relying solely 

on emails is not an effective communication 

strategy, and that emails need to be 

supplemented with verbal communication to 

clarify expectations, save time, and show 

that I am dedicated to the work.  

This title is informative as it states which 

development outcome (communication 

skills) the student will focus on. 

The topic sentence explains the key 

reflection – that the student has learnt 

about the difficulty of email 

communications. Note that the student 

introduces both the development 

outcome (communication skills) and the 

main example (emails).  

After the topic sentence, the student 

explains what happened, how it made 

them feel, what they did and why they did 

it. Note that the student explains what 

happened step-by-step. This helps the 

reader to easily follow the events.  

 

The student then reflects on what they 

would do differently next time and why. 

This shows that the student has learnt 

from their experience. By identifying and 

giving a rationale for strategies to try next 

time, the student shows their professional 

growth.  

Finally, the student sums up their key 

reflection. Note that the concluding 

sentence, like the topic sentence, 

reminds the reader of the development 

outcome (communication skills) and what 

they have learned. The student also 

reflects on the usefulness of what they 

have learned.  
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Example 4: Another clear example 

Example Analysis 

Communication Skills 
 
When I was five years old, my parents and I 
immigrated to Australia. Ironically, as an 
immigrant one of the biggest challenges you 
face upon arrival is communication. The 
inability to speak, to voice your thoughts and 
opinions, is what I think to be one of the 
most degrading feelings a person can 
experience. However, I was only five and I 
was lucky in that 1) I didn’t have much to 
say at that time and, 2) I picked up English 
in a matter of three months and began to 
speak fluently – something I have taken for 
granted ever since. I think my parents had it 
the worst. At a time when they were making 
massive decisions about their lives, they 
found themselves restricted by their own 
tounges. To this day, I still see them 
frustrated by their capacity to speak English 
and face racism because of it. It was for that 
reason that I began volunteering with 
NAVITAS’ ‘Home Tutoring Program’ for 
migrants trying to adjust to Australian life 
and adopt the English language.  
 
I began working with Molly almost a year 
ago. We still meet weekly for English 
lessons. Looking back on our one year 
together, I’ve realised that learning to 
communicate with Molly meant learning a 
different form of communication, one that I 
had never experinced with another person. 
To communicate with Molly, I had to earn 
her trust first and I think I did this through 
exercising patience and respect.  
 
Conventionally, communication can be 
defined as ‘a verbal exchange between two 
people’. Given our situation, verbal 
exchanges between Molly and I were initially 
limited. Our first lesson, she barely said 5 
sentences to me and I quickly realised I 
wouldn’t be able to commuicate with her in 
the conventional sense. I quickly realised 
that building trust with Molly, was the key to 
communicating with her. Thus, I actively 
tried to exercise patience and respect with 
Molly. When I remind her to pronouce the 

The title here is simple but gets the point 

across – this reflection is all about the 

development goal of communication 

skills. 

 

The first paragraph here explains why the 

student is personally interested in the 

volunteering opportunity and the 

development goal – in this case, 

communication skills. Opening with a 

rationale, whether it’s based on your own 

personal connection to the work or your 

professional interest in the work, is a 

useful way to start the reflection. It also 

helps to clearly set up which development 

goal you will reflect on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the second paragraph, notice how the 

student talks about what they’ve learnt in 

regards to the goal of communication 

skills. Phrases like “I’ve realised that …” 

shows what they realised about 

themselves. This paragraph also contains 

their key message, that patience and 

respect are very important for effective 

communication skills. This explanation of 

what you realise about yourself based on 

your experiences is key to reflective 

writing.  

 

Similar to paragraph two, the third 

paragraph explains more about the 

communication skills the student 

developed. Again, the student reflects on 

what they experienced and learned (“I 

quickly realised I wouldn’t …”, “I actively 

tried ….”, “I found that …”). Using just a 

few examples from their experience, the 
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middle ‘S’ in ‘sister’ for the hundredth time or 
the ‘th’ sound, I remind myself to stay 
patient and to not let her feel as though I am 
annoyed, frustrated or tired in order to 
cultivate feelings of comfort and trust.  When 
she apologises repeatedly for 
mispronunciations, instead of saying ‘that’s 
okay’ I say ‘you have nothing to be sorry 
for’. Ultimately, I found that small actions 
such as these not only built Molly’s 
confidence, but also trust in our relationship. 
She used barely say 5 sentences to me and 
nowadays, I can barely get 5 sentences in. 
I’ve learnt that communication isn’t restricted 
by its conventional meaning of ‘a verbal 
exchange between two people’ anymore. To 
her and me, communication was achived 
through building trust through non-verbal 
exchanges of patience and respect. 
Ultimately, it may not be an amazing 
discovery, but it was one of the pivotal 
moments in our relationship and a great 
learning experince for me.  
 

student is able to explain the types of 

challenges and approaches they used, 

and in doing so they reflect on how their 

own communication skills developed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the last two sentences, the student 

summarises what they’ve discovered 

overall – that “communication was 

achived through building trust through 

non-verbal exchanges of patience and 

respect”. This is the key message of their 

reflection, and is related to the 

development goal. Concluding with the 

key message helps your reader to 

understand what you learned from the 

experience, in particular what you learned 

about the development goals.  
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Marking rubric 

 

NB: Participants need to meet at least 4 out of the 5 criteria to receive a satisfactory pass.  

 

Criteria Satisfactory (SY) Unsatisfactory (US) 

Demonstrated reflection on 

“self-in-situation’ and 

‘light-bulb’ moments 

Evidence of particular personal ‘light-

bulb’ moments during volunteering. 

Reflections on ‘self-in-situation.’ 

 

Limited or irrelevant evidence of ‘self-

in-situation’, or personal ‘light-bulb’ 

moments. 

Demonstrated ability to 

connect what you already 

know with what you are 

learning  

Strong connections and critical reflection 

made to what you feel you already know 

to what you are learning through your 

volunteering  

Critical reflection is lacking, and limited 

detail provided of prior learning and 

connection to current volunteering.  

Demonstrated connection 

to thoughts and feelings, 

and personal resilience.  

Clear connection to thoughts and 

feelings and insightful approaches to 

personal resilience. Insightful reflection 

on personal moods in response to 

challenges and adjustments made 

during the activity. 

Limited or irrelevant insights into 

thoughts and feelings, limited evidence 

on the effect of personal moods in 

response to challenges.  

Demonstrated 

understanding of how 

alternative action or 

change in behaviour 

patterns affects 

professional situations  

Clear and relevant reflection on 

experiments with alternative action / 

behaviour patterns in professional 

situations 

Limited reference made to alternative 

action and behaviour in professional 

situations. 

Learning goals identified. 

Specific plans and actions 

for how learning will be 

done, and how it will be 

practiced in the future.  

Action plan includes how the new 

learning will be applied and further 

developed in current/future workplace 

role. 

 

Set some general goals, but limited 

specific detail about how the new 

learning will be done. Limited 

reference made to personal / 

professional learning gained from the 

project. 

Limited reference made to new 

learning goals for the next career 

phase. 


