Reflecting on Reflection To develop and extend our understanding of reflection

An ESCalate workshop, held on January 16th 2009 at the University of Gloucestershire 
The following report gives an overview of some of the debate generated in the ESCalate workshop.  The views expressed are a composite of a variety of views from the delegates and presenters.

Introduction

Reflection is or should be at the heart of being a teacher. In recent research into perceptions of Masters level PGCE, Alison Jackson discovered some interesting if rather sweeping and possibly bland statements about reflection from various communities. Student teachers, at the end of the PGCE course in July 2008 were asked if they had found a job for September. Consider this reply:

’I did (mention Masters in the interview) a little bit but I don’t know how much it influenced their decision to take me … they (the interview panel) liked the idea of being a reflective practitioner.’ Student 1

This would suggest that schools are looking for reflection as a fundamental requirement for their selection of new staff, but what do they mean by ‘reflective practitioner’? Is it a phrase which has a universal definition? When asked whether or not the student teachers thought they were reflective, the following two replies were representative of their replies:
‘I think by the end of the course I just reflect on everything I do.’

Student 2
This seems to imply that they have embraced reflection as important and that it is embedded into their involving practice and professional identity, but how deep is this reflection? Is the verb here being used to describe a profound and complex concept? 

‘I am naturally reflective.’ Student 3


What does this mean? Does it suggest that reflection is an innate talent that you either have or have not? If this is the case, does this mean that someone without the ‘reflection gene’ cannot reflect? And again what does this student mean by reflection?
Headteachers in the research raised other interesting questions about reflection.
‘We want professionally reflective people … don’t we?’ Headteacher 1
This headteachers demonstrates firm conviction, but then hesitates. Do we want reflective people? Another headteacher is likewise convinced: 
‘It’s got to become a way of life.’ Headteacher 2

This is perhaps worrying. Has it not always been in the schoolteacher’s professional identity? Is it a new invention, brought to the fore through the push towards a Masters profession? As one teacher mentor suggested:
‘A lot of experienced teachers reflect without knowing they are doing it.’ Teacher mentor 1

Does this then imply the need for time in order for the ability to reflect to evolve in practice? If this is the case, how do we ensure that our student teachers start, in their training, this evolution? And what do you think of this statement from another teacher mentor?

‘A keen focus on reflection is likely to confuse a weaker student.’  Teacher mentor 2
Is there an implication here that reflection is only for the few and does this not lead us back to the technicist-rationalist notion of the teacher who is trained to tick all the boxes and is spared the inconvenience of the need to think about what they are doing?
A final comment from this research from a teacher educator who put their own interpretation of reflection forward:

‘I think the students who actually see the value of reflection - and I talk to the students about how on a daily basis - a reflective teacher will look at something and think “now that’s interesting you know why is that happening?”‘
Teacher educator 1

How would you define reflection?

The workshop

Chris Rigby challenged delegates to consider reflection anew and really tease out what we think it means. We are perpetually challenged to get our students to reflect on their practice in meaningful ways, to consider the effect their teaching has on pupil learning and to develop habits that will stay with them. What do students really know about reflection?  It is possible that they will simply cope or survive without a knowledge of reflection? Indications are that students’ understandings of reflection are weak and superficial. Are they reflecting properly, always supposing that there is a ‘proper’ way to reflect? Chris presented delegates with the Ward and McCotter rubric (appendix i) and the Jay and Johnson rubric (appendix ii) to stimulate discussion. The following points and questions were raised by delegates during the discussions.

What is reflection?

Delegates questioned whether reflection is retrospective or rather a process which leads to development and change. The Ward and McCotter rubric does not suggest strategies for improvement; it is a deficit model which makes assumptions. However, it is helpful in directing process and outcomes. 
It was felt that it was necessary to go beyond description in order to reflect and that, with respect to student teachers, it very much would depend on the stage they were at in their training as to how deeply they could reflect. Reflection needs to connect with personal experiences (moral, social, political and other issues) and to be related to the trainees’ own development and progress across the course. This links to the comment by teacher mentor 1 in the Masters research who suggested that reflection comes with experience, and also to teacher educator 1 who stated that tutors would be deliberately conscious of the fact that they were trying to develop their students’ powers of reflection over time. Delegates thought that looking at the ‘basic and obvious’, for example commenting simply on what went right and what went wrong in a lesson, was a necessary stage of reflection and should not be criticised as not adding to the reflective process. Perhaps reflection has levels:
     Level 1 = knowledge in action = descriptive stage

     Level 2 = reflection in action = individual reflects and finds a solution

     Level 3 = reflection on action = analysis of reflection, solutions applicable

     in different situations.

Reflection, it was suggested, is to do with ‘light-bulb moments’ when things suddenly become clearer. It concerns analysis, exploration, implementation, review. 

There was an opinion that everyone would be unanimous in their decision about who they would term a ‘reflective person’ ever if we were to sit all week without coming to a specific consensus about what reflection is. However, there was some concern that there was a tendency to feminise reflection as a ‘touchy-feely’ thing when it would be better to acknowledge both feminine and masculine qualities that can be brought to reflection without a singular ‘one size fits all’ approach or a bias towards female students. 

Can reflection be assessed? Assessment sits uneasily with reflection, the two jar against one another. Where does ‘gut feeling’ some, if at all, in reflection? Delegates suggested that reflection is curiosity and should lead to increased confidence; this is not easy to assess or evaluate. A range of models (appendix iv suggests other models) can help this evaluation, but one or two models alone are not sufficient and the tutor him/herself needs to reflect on the models they choose. 

Conclusion
Reflection can be defined, it can be taught and it can be evaluated. A range of models can assist but the most important factor is that reflection should be at the core of the education process. It needs to be cultivated as a habit, a way of life, taken from its simplest forms into the realm of the complex. Finally, is it necessary or desirable to standardise reflection? The whole reflective process suggests a dynamic which is based on continuing questioning, promoting the need to maintain our own ideas and encouraging our students to develop their own. Julie-Ann Edwards from the University of Southampton, Sue Shorrock from the University of Gloucestershire, Liz Lakin from the University of Cumbria, Pam Johnson from Canterbury Christ Church University and Marsha James from Titan Partnerships illustrate this for us. They were interested in the Ward and McCotter rubric, but not satisfied that it suited what they wanted.  Their solution is to use it as a tool to develop their own ideas. Their work in progress in appendix iii shows her evolving ideas on this. 
If this discussion has stimulated you to add your ideas to the Reflection folder, please contact ESCalate at the University of Cumbria -alison.jackson@cumbria.ac.uk 

Appendix i
	Reflection Rubric
	Levels

	Dimensions
	Routine

Self-disengaged from

change
	Technical

Instrumental response

to specific situations

without changing

perspective
	Dialogic

Inquiry part of a process involving cycles of situated questions and action, consideration for

others’ perspectives, new insights


	Transformative

Fundamental questions and change

	Focus 

(What is the focus

of concerns about practice?)
	Focus is on self centred concerns (how does this affect me?) or on issues that do not involve a personal stake. 

Primary concerns may include control of students, time and workload, gaining recognition for personal success (including grades), avoiding blame for failure.


	Focus is on specific

teaching tasks such as

planning and management, but does not consider

connections between teaching issues.

Uses assessment and

observations to mark

success or failure without evaluating specific qualities of student learning for formative purposes.
	Focus is on students.

Uses assessment and

interactions with

students to interpret

how or in what ways

students are learning in order to help them.

Especially concerned with struggling students.
	Focus is on personal

involvement with

fundamental

pedagogical, ethical,

moral, cultural, or

historical concerns and how these impact

students and others.

	Inquiry 

(What is the process of inquiry?)
	Questions about needed personal change are not asked or implied; often

not acknowledging problems or blaming problems on others or limited time and resources. Critical questions and analysis are limited to critique of others. Analysis tends to be definitive and generalized.


	Questions are asked by oneself about specific situations or are implied by frustration, unexpected results, exciting results, or analysis that indicates the issue is complex.

Stops asking questions after initial problem is addressed.
	Situated questions lead to new questions.

Questions are asked

with others, with open consideration of new ideas. 

Seeks the perspectives of students, peers, and others.
	Long-term ongoing

inquiry including

engagement with model mentors, critical friends, critical texts, students, careful examination of

critical incidents, and student learning. 

Asks hard questions that challenge personally held assumptions.

	Change 

(How does

inquiry change practice

and perspective?)
	Analysis of practice

without personal

response - as if analysis is done for its own sake or as if there is a distance between self and the situation.
	Personally responds to a situation, but does not use the situation to change perspective.
	Synthesizes situated

inquiry to develop new

insights about teaching or learners or about personal teaching strengths and

weaknesses leading to

improvement of practice.


	A transformative

reframing of perspective leading to fundamental change of practice.


Ward,J.R. & McCotter,S.S. ‘Reflection as a visible outcome for preservice teachers ‘Teaching and Teacher Education 20 (2004) 243–257

Appendix ii
Typology of Reflection: dimensions and guiding questions
	Dimension
	Definition
	Typical questions

	Descriptive
	Describe the matter for reflection
	What is happening? Is this working, and for whom? For whom is it not working? How do I know? How am I feeling? What am I pleased and/or concerned about? What do I not understand? Does this relate to any of my stated goals, and to what extent are they being met?



	Comparative
	Reframe the matter for reflection in light of alternative views, others’ perspectives, research,

etc.
	What are alternative views of what is happening? How do other people who are directly or indirectly involved describe and explain what’s happening? What does the research contribute to an understanding of this matter? How can I improve what’s not working? If there is a goal, what are some other ways of accomplishing it? How do other people accomplish this goal? For each perspective and alternative, who is served and who is not?



	Critical
	Having considered the implications of the matter, establish a renewed perspective
	What are the implications of the matter when viewed from these alternative perspectives? Given these various alternatives, their implications, and my own morals and ethics, which is best for this particular matter? What is the deeper meaning of what is happening, in terms of public democratic purposes of schooling? What does this matter reveal about the moral and political dimension of schooling? How does this reflective process inform

and renew my perspective?




Jay,J.K. & Johnson,K.L. (2002) ‘Capturing complexity: a typology of reflective practice for teacher education’ Teaching and Teacher Education 18 (2002) 73–85
Appendix iii

Julie-Ann Edwards, University of Southampton, Sue Shorrock, University of Gloucestershire, Liz Lakin, University of Cumbria, Pam Johnson, Canterbury Christ Church University and Marsha James, Titan Partnerships
Alternative ideas – a work in progress
	Reflection

Rubric
	Descriptors

	Dimensions
	Routine
	Technical
	Dialogic
	Transformative

	Focus
	Focus is on the teacher. Is able to make sense of the situation. Has notions of what is working and what isn’t working but is unable to attribute it.
	Focus is on the teacher. Identifies what isn’t working and employs limited strategies to change classroom outcomes but does not relate the connection between planning, management and learning. Understands assessment as summative.
	Focus is on particular pupils. Is able to relate elements of teaching to pupils’ learning through routine critiquing. 

Is able to differentiate for specific pupils.
	Focus is on each pupil. Understands the integration of elements of the ECM agenda in practice in the classroom and is able to develop personalised learning for all pupils.

	Inquiry
	Require support to ask questions to lead to change about self. Attributes negative outcomes externally.
	Solves initial problem but does not explore other solutions. …………….
	
	

	Change  ….
	
	
	
	


Appendix iv 
Some other models

Gibbs G. Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods. Oxford Further Education Unit, Oxford Polytechnic; 1988 

Johns C. Becoming a Reflective Practitioner: a Reflective and Holistic Approach to Clinical Nursing, Practice Development and Clinical Supervision. Oxford: Blackwell Science; 2000. 

Rolfe G, Freshwater D, Jasper M. Critical Reflection in Nursing and the Helping Professions: a User’s Guide. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan; 2001 

Pollard, A., with Collins, J., Simco, N., Swaffield, s., Warin, J., and Warwick, P. (2005) Reflective Teaching: 2nd. edition London: Continuum
See also the links in the Help Directory to the Busy Guide on reflection and conference proceedings papers.

Please contact us to add your own suggestions.
