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Preface

What this book is about

The aim of this book is to enable students in the health
professions to fully combine the theory aspect of their
courses with the professional practice element by encoura-
ging them to adopt reflective practice.

Many students find the task of applying theory taught in
the classroom to the reality of professional practice extremely
difficult until they develop the ability to reflect on the rela-
tionship between the two.

The concept of reflection continues to excite considerable
interest among professional educators, and the question of
how best to design and implement courses which encourage
reflection remains much-discussed but hitherto unresolved.
There are also more theoretical concerns over the inter-
pretation of the reflective process as well as the distinction
between reflective and non-reflective action. This book was
prompted by a project which attempted to address these
issues and provide some answers to the questions below.

The questions which follow are inter-related. The first
four were tackled through an action research approach.
Cycles of planning, action, observation and reflection were
used to test and refine components which had been designed
to promote reflection in five professional courses for health
care workers. The five courses were examined simulta-
neously which made comparison possible, and allowed les-
sons learnt from one to be applied to others. Conclusions
about reflective teaching were synthesised from this
research.

Evaluating the five courses resulted in a lot of mainly
qualitative data derived from reflective journals, interviews
and classroom observation. These data were then used to try
and answer the following questions and associated sub-
questions.
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How can courses be designed to encourage reflective
thinking?

How should a course be formulated if it is to promote
reflection-in-action and reflection on reflection-in-action?
The use of student diaries, reports, learning contracts, dis-
cussion sessions and regular disclosures was investigated.
The problematic issues of assessment and the teacher’s access
to students’ reflective writing were examined.

How can obstacles to reflective thinking be overcome?

What are the factors that prevent students from engaging
successfully in reflective practice? How can they be over-
come? Do some students find it harder than others to become
reflective? In order to construct an ideal learning environ-
ment for reflectivity, what educational factors - class size,
workload, course structure and assessment methods — should
be taken into account?

How can theory and practice best be integrated in
professional courses?

Reflective practice is often advocated as a means of bridging
the gap between the theory and practice parts of professional
courses. However it is unclear whether this is successful when
students are asked to be reflective only in the practice parts of
their courses. It is also doubtful that students will reflect
upon their practice if they have not developed appropriate
conceptions of knowledge and reflective judgement. This
book explains how to integrate theory and practice by
developing reflective practice in both parts of professional
courses.

How can students’ reflective practice be assessed?

It is impossible to know whether the aims of a course
designed to promote reflective thinking have been achieved
unless some form of assessment is involved. A suitable form
of assessment is not easy to design, however. There appear to
be few accepted procedures to assess the level of reflective
thinking that a student has achieved, and the very act of
assessing reflective writing can discourage the personal
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introspection which the course is designed to encourage. On
the other hand, students do not always afford the same
respect to courses which they know are not going to be
assessed. During the research work carried out on the project
behind this book several balanced positions were achieved
which appeared to offer a compromise. A procedure for
assessing the level of reflection in written journals was
developed (Kember, Jones, Loke, McKay, Sinclair, Tse,
Webb, Wong, Wong & Yeung, 1999), and a questionnaire to
measure the levels of reflection the students were achieving
(Kember, Leung, Jones, Loke, McKay, Sinclair, Tse, Webb,
Wong, Wong & Yeung, in press). These are reported in detail
elsewhere.

Are existing models of reflection adequate?

Our review of the existing literature on reflection revealed
writings which had emanated from particular academic tra-
ditions and were applied to specific contexts. However, there
was often little cross-referencing between these literature
categories. As a result the same terms could be used to mean
quite different things by different writers, and descriptions of
reflective thinking processes could have narrow, context-
bound frames of reference. Since this book is intended to
cross the theory/practice divide, one aim has been to establish
a more general reflection language by drawing on the exist-
ing traditions.

The concept of reflection was also examined more
empirically by analysing reflective writing, transcripts of
interviews with students, and class discussions. These
examinations were conducted from the perspective of the
students’ interpretation of the concept of reflection, and of
how they employed reflective thinking in their clinical prac-
tice. As many of the students were already practising pro-
fessionals who were studying part-time, they had current
experience of professional and clinical practice upon which
to draw.

David Kember
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Preview

This section gives a brief preview of each part and chapter to
help readers understand the structure of the book and the
relationship of each part to the whole.

Part I: Introduction

The first part of the book introduces the concepts of reflec-
tion and reflective thinking. It also explains the project on
which the book is based and the research methodology used
for the study.

Chapter 1: The nature of reflection

The nature of professional practice is discussed, leading to
the conclusion that professionals deal with ill-defined issues.
Reflection-on-practice is then introduced as a means by
which professionals deal with these ‘messy’ problems. The
inference is drawn that professional education courses need
to develop their students as reflective practitioners if they are
to prepare them properly for their future careers. It is argued
that the development of reflective thinking should be an
integral component of the theory part of professional
programmes and not confined to the period of professional
practice, otherwise there will be no integration of theory and
practice and students will not be equipped for their practice
sessions.

In order to discuss the nature of reflection, the work of
several prominent writers is examined. The conclusion is that
a number of quite discrete areas of literature have developed
according to the context of the work, and the tradition and
discipline on which the writer is drawing.

Dewey (1933) wrote of reflective thinking as a thought
process which education should strive to cultivate. King &
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Kitchener (1994) argue that reflective judgement is a quality
college students need to develop in order to recognise and
deal with ill-defined problems. Schén’s (1983) influential
work is about professional practice and describes the
reflective practices employed by professionals in a number of
fields. Schon’s (1987) work on educating professionals for
reflective practice has been highly influential in the field of
professional education in health sciences but needs adapta-
tion and development because the studio education model it
features is quite different from most professional education
in health sciences.

Several writers in the field of adult education, most notably
Mezirow (1981, 1991 and 1992), have derived categorical
descriptions of reflection from critical theory. Others with
backgrounds in adult education, such as Boud (1985; 1981)
and Jarvis (1987, 1992, 1995), have taken a more experi-
ential approach to propose models of reflective thinking
processes. As this book integrates college-based education
with professional practice, the authors felt it necessary to
draw upon each of these contextually defined treatments of
reflection and attempt a synthesised definition.

Chapter 2: Action research and its application to the project

The material on which this book is based is drawn from five,
initially independent, action research projects into various
aspects of reflective teaching. Bringing together the five
strands facilitated reflection upon experiences and lessons
learnt in each of the courses. The collective reflection made it
possible to synthesise conclusions which were both more
profound and more likely to be generally applicable. This
chapter describes this approach of synthesising conclusions
from multiple action research projects.

It also describes the process of analysing the large volume
of data, initially gathered as part of the evaluation phase of
the five course-based projects. The management and use of
the database with NUDeIST software is detailed.

The chapter also deals with the context of education of
health professionals in Hong Kong and makes comparison
with international trends. It gives a brief description of the
five courses so that the context of the project can be under-
stood.
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Part II: Developing reflective teaching in five healthcare
courses

Part II presents the findings from the programme-level action
research studies about specific topics in promoting reflection.

Chapter 3: The action research process

This chapter discusses the experience of promoting reflective
practitioners through the action research approach using the
nursing course as an example. The principles generated from
the action research approach can be applied across different
settings in educating healthcare professionals. The teaching
team had a teaching initiative that they wanted to put into
practice. Action research was found to be a useful strategy to
help the team experiment with the new approach and make
modifications throughout the process as they identified
problems. Both teachers and students in action research are
researchers and reflective practitioners. They regularly col-
lect evidence, reflect on it and make modifications to guide
their subsequent actions to maximise students’ learning.

Chapter 4: Integrating theory and practice

This chapter discusses two initiatives that were taken to
support a newly introduced programme which aimed to
encourage student-centred learning by developing a reflective
learning approach. In taking this approach there was a
conscious effort made to move away from a previous
technical-rational format used on the previous programme.

Both initiatives were aimed at encouraging students to be
reflective about the theory they were learning, in the light of
clinical experience, and addressed the problem of how to best
encourage and support integration of theoretical learning
with clinical practice.

Four cycles of action were completed with progressive
developments being noted. There is a discussion of how the
intervention influenced teaching and learning initiatives
within the programme.

Chapter S: The use of learning contracts

In the physiotherapy undergraduate programme, adoption of
the learning contract approach was introduced to students
and clinical educators to encourage reflection. As part of an
action-learning programme, a number of students and their
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clinical educators participated in the evaluation of the
learning process. Throughout the clinical placement, the
students, the clinical educator and the lecturer concerned met
once a week to discuss and evaluate the progress of the stu-
dent. The aims were to identify strategies to facilitate the
development of critical reflection in the student, to promote
their ability in the synthesis of new ideas, to explore
assumptions and then to think of alternative solutions and to
generate conclusions. A more flexible approach to the
implementation of learning contracts was found to assist
with the development of more independent, in-depth and
reflective learning for the students and the educator. There is
a shift of focus from simply fulfilling objectives in the
learning contract towards establishing a stronger relation-
ship between the educators and the students.

Chapter 6: Writing reflective journals

First year undergraduate students were introduced to
reflection early in their programme by requiring them to
write reflective journal entries about specifically designed
learning activities and clinical visit observations. In their
journals, they were asked to explain their learning experience
in their own words and relate it to their own past experience.
Students were encouraged to use their journals to monitor
their own progress and prepare for the assignment and final
examination. They used their journals as a basis for
contribution to group discussion and to share new ideas,
problems and issues.

Students expressed concern about their lack of confidence
in journal writing, noting an uncertainty about the staff
expectations for journal writing, the contrast between
experiential and classroom learning (the first being easier to
write about), and difficulties of language style and expres-
sion. They also expressed a need for more group discussion.

In a second cycle of teaching, more specific guidelines on
journal writing were provided to students with examples of
previous students’ work and more discussion time being
provided throughout the course. Journal entries were col-
lected and immediate written feedback was given. Students in
the second cycle showed a better understanding of the overall
aim of journal writing as a tool to learn and organise
knowledge from their own experience. They appeared to
take more initiative in writing about activities and feelings.
They regarded the journal writing process as an opportunity
for self-evaluation.
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Chapter 7: Promoting discussion from reflective writing

In an attempt to introduce reflective concepts to clinical
educators in an experiential manner, journal writing and
reflective class discussion were made an integral part of a 14
week module on teaching and learning. Participants were
asked to keep a reflective journal, to write about a subject of
interest from their reading or from daily work experiences
which was relevant to clinical education and the topics cov-
ered in the syllabus. They were asked to prepare one item
from the journal to share in class discussion the following
week.

Though some participants were initially unsure and frus-
trated by the perceived lack of guidelines for the reflective
sessions, they spoke up regularly in class and had obviously
prepared for the sessions. Class reflection seemed to reinforce
their interest in their own reflective activity.

Journal reading and discussion provided the facilitators
with the opportunity to monitor progress on the course and
was a measure of where the students were in their under-
standing of various aspects of the material being covered
relevant to clinical education. Feedback provided in this way
meant that course material could be supplemented, discarded
or changed to suit the needs of the students.

Part III: Synthesising conclusions about curricula

Part III presents the conclusions of the higher-level action
research study of how to teach and design curricula which
encourage students to engage in reflection upon their prac-
tice. These chapters present the conclusions synthesised from
the five studies reported in Part II. The conclusions draw
upon at least two courses in each case, and often all five
courses.

Chapter 8: Encouraging reflective writing

How should courses be arranged if students are to be
encouraged to reflect upon their practice through the writing
of reflective journals? It was discovered that students needed
an introduction to, and feedback on, reflective writing as it
differed from other types of writing required in academic
courses. For reflective writing to be taken seriously, it needed
to be an integral part of the course. Issues such as the dis-
closure of journal entries and the assessment of reflective
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writing needed to be handled sensitively. The courses studied
evolved positions on these issues which attempted to balance
conflicting concerns.

Chapter 9: Facilitating critical discussion

This chapter examines the ways in which reflective journal
writing can be used to promote critical discussion in small
group tutorials. It was found that reflective writing served as
a valuable stimulus for discussion and that the two activities
in combination led to fresh insights for students and pro-
moted critical reflection. There is an examination of the
impact upon critical discussion of variables such as dis-
closure ground-rules, group size, physical arrangement of
classrooms, inter-group interaction and the role of the tutor.
In formulating arrangements for journal writing and tutor-
ials, it was often found to be necessary to develop an intel-
ligent working position between extreme arrangements
which were apparently dichotomous.

Part IV: The nature of reflection

This part returns to the discussion of the nature of reflection
which began with the literature review in Chapter 1. The
examination of the theory on reflection is complemented by
the results of a naturalistic study of the data gathered from
reflective journals, student interviews and other material.

Chapter 10: The affective dimension of reflection

The work reported in this chapter examined the affective
comments students made about the process of reflection. In
initial attempts to engage in reflective thinking, it was com-
mon for students to express discomfort. The teaching and
learning process was foreign to them, as the teaching was less
directive than the approach they were used to. Some also had
a conception of knowledge which hindered the development
of reflective judgement. The process of changing perspective
was often quite disturbing for the students but it could be
aided by support from a group of student peers or facilitative
tutors. Once students felt more confident about reflecting
upon practice, their affective statements usually became more
positive. There was appreciation of both success in engaging
in reflective thinking and the value brought to their practice
by reflection upon it.
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Chapter 11: Triggers for reflection

This chapter examines triggers for reflection. A hierarchical
classification scheme was used to classify information on
triggers to reflection in a qualitative database. The classifi-
cation scheme is used to illustrate a number of issues which
emerged from the analysis.

Reflection can occur through stimuli other than problems
or disturbances to the normal routine.

The stimuli may be encouraged or arranged.

Reflection can be both an individual and a group activity.
Group discussion can serve well as a spur to reflection.
Reflection can and does take place in an academic
environment. This includes the theory part of
programmes and not just the professional practice
component. Research for this book revealed several
strategies, such as questioning, discussing and journal
writing, for promoting fruitful reflection.

Reflection is a broader concept than that portrayed in
some literature on the topic which tends to take a
compartmentalised view referring only to the context of
professional practice.

Chapter 12: Reflections on reflection

This chapter draws together threads throughout the book
which explore and investigate the construct of reflection. It
presents conclusions on the nature of reflection and also
draws together overall conclusions about the role and nature
of reflective teaching and learning in professional education.
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Chapter 1
The nature of reflection

David Kember, Frances Kam Yuet Wong and Ella Yeung

Introduction

To introduce the concept of reflection we will draw upon an
activity which we have used for this purpose in workshops on
reflection. Those attending the workshop were asked to think
about what they had done in their professional work the
previous day and to consider:

e the tasks they performed
e the cases they dealt with and
e the judgements they made

The terminology used here is appropriate for a workshop for
healthcare professionals but it would not be difficult to
substitute suitable phrasing for architects, lawyers, teachers,
or those from any other profession.

Having listed their activities, participants were asked to
decide how they knew what to do or the basis for their
actions. They were asked to allocate each activity to one of
three categories:

e they followed procedures taught in their training/degree
course

e they made some use of knowledge learnt during their
course

e their action was not based upon knowledge specifically
acquired during their training

The reader might try this activity before reading further and
even if nothing is written down, at least try to think of some
of the activities of yesterday and attempt to determine the
basis for the action taken. This will almost certainly give a
similar result to that obtained by those attending the work-
shops. Surprisingly few of the actions of professionals are
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normally allocated to the first category, i.e. of following
procedures taught in their training. Most of those who
attempt this activity attribute a reasonable proportion of
their activities to the second category — professionals do seem
to make some use of the knowledge base gained during their
education. However, workshop participants always have
some, and often a sizeable proportion, of their activities
assigned to the final category, i.e. their action was not based
upon knowledge specifically acquired during their training.

What does this mean? Are these professional courses
teaching the wrong things? It is possible that there has been a
predominant approach to professional education which has
not equipped graduates well for practising their trade. It
seems most unlikely that this is the main reason since the
participants in the workshops have come from a variety of
professions and have obtained their professional education
from numerous universities and colleges in several countries.
It seems more likely that the responses to this workshop
activity reveal something about the nature of professional
practice.

‘Messy’ problems

The nature of cases and problems tackled by professionals
has been variously described as messy, wicked, ill-defined,
indeterminate or ‘occupying the swampy lowland’ (Schon,
1983). This means that first, the problems themselves need to
be identified. They can be defined in more than one way: one
professional may examine a case or situation and define the
problem in a particular way, whereas another could see quite
different problems needing to be tackled. Issues need to be
addressed with a view to problem framing or problem posing
rather than problem solving.

An example of a messy problem from the field of occu-
pational therapy is the arrangement of desks in a primary
school classroom for children in wheelchairs. Issues that have
to be considered include space planning, teaching style, cost
implications, parental demand, and the requirements of the
disability discrimination ordinance.

One approach to providing access is to redesign class-
rooms for more open space and fewer desks or tables. This
might have implications for the designer and architect in
terms of layout of rooms, for the administration in terms of
admissions, and for the teacher in terms of style of teaching,
since there may be legal implications if the school does not
comply with legislation.
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In designing the school the architect must take into
account financial implications, e.g. the cost of lifts to upper
floors; the environmental implications, e.g. change from
traditional desks; and other diverse concerns of parents and
teachers. An occupational therapist should be consulted on
access issues.

An open plan classroom accessible for all children may
suggest changes to areas for stimulation, the book corner,
floor play space, height of desks, computer stands and
counters, access to storage, and space for specialist teaching.
Other innovative classroom layouts may be considered.

Even if some measure of agreement can be reached over the
nature of the problem and the aspects involved, there will not
be an ideal solution. There will often be conflicting tensions —
a solution may have positive consequences for one aspect of
the problem but negative repercussions on others.

A perfect classroom design which is ideal for all students
may cost so much that approval from the governors will not
be forthcoming.

Nursing example

A further example showing the ill-defined nature of the issues
in professional practice is taken from nursing. It demon-
strates a multi-faceted problem with no ideal solution. In the
clinical setting, a nurse may encounter a situation where the
son of a critically ill woman is shouting at the nurses,
accusing the health care team of not trying their best to save
his mother’s life. The nurse may deal with this situation in a
variety of ways, largely dependent on how he or she inter-
prets the situation.

One solution to the problem is to remove the son from the
ward immediately because he is disturbing other patients.
Another possibility is to ignore the son because the nurse
thinks he is making unreasonable accusations about the
healthcare team. However, the nurse may see that patients
are entitled to assert their rights and so may direct the son to
the Patient Relations Department to file a complaint. On the
other hand, the nurse might view the reaction of the son as a
sign of him not accepting the prognosis of his mother. This
interpretation would then result in the nurse trying to explain
the situation to the son.

These four possible actions that can be taken by the nurse
demonstrate that in a single incident multi-faceted issues can
emerge. Many variables must be taken into account since the
aspects of an issue are likely to involve several viewpoints.
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The event can be interpreted as a ward management
problem, in which case keeping the ward in order and
peaceful is most important. Or, it can be treated as a
bureaucratic problem, where the son is referred to different
departments for further help. The nurse must understand
affective behaviour and psychology and use therapeutic
communication skills to deal with the problem.

There is clearly no one ideal solution to this situation. The
best starting point is perhaps to frame the problem, rather
than a solution since after all; a good solution comes from
asking a good question. The use of bureaucratic measures in
referring the son to seek help from other personnel or
departments in the hospital may not help to alleviate the
son’s anger immediately. In fact his frustration might even
escalate. However, this referral may be needed at some point
when dealing with the son’s anger. Perhaps the imple-
mentation of effective communication by the nurse is suffi-
cient to solve the problem. The welfare of a single patient
needs to be considered but so too does that of the other
patients. In such cases, keeping the ward peaceful and orderly
1s necessary.

Technical rationality

In his influential book, The Reflective Practitioner, Donald
Schoén (1983) described the nature of professional practice
and in Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1987) he argued
that reflection is not well understood by those educating
future professionals. He believed that the predominant
technical-rational approach to professional education did
not take into account that professional practice must deal
with messy problems.

Schon argued that the predominant paradigm in profes-
sional schools in universities was the logical positivist one of
the pure sciences. Students are taught a body of knowledge
with much coming from the pure or traditional disciplines,
considered to be building blocks for applied science or the
more professionally oriented courses. In these, practice was
often taught as clearly defined procedures with problems and
assignments usually being artificial academic examples
which were well defined and had identifiable correct
answers.

It is probable that many of the participants in the work-
shop sessions had also been taught in courses which assumed
a technical-rational approach. This would partly explain
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why participants felt that much of their practice was not
based upon what they had learnt in their professional edu-
cation. Whatever the nature of their professional education,
though, any professional would find that it did not cover
many of the tasks they attempt because of the messy nature of
professional practice. In Educating the Reflective Practi-
tioner, Schon (1987) argued for alternative approaches to
professional education based upon a more realistic image of
the work of professionals.

Reflection — the alternative to technical rationality

Schon (1983) believed that much of the routine work of
professionals is tacit. Situations are dealt with and judge-
ments made, without the professional thinking deeply about
the criteria underlying the decision reached or the procedures
followed. In standard cases, professionals display an almost
unconscious routine which Schon calls knowing-in-action.

Because knowing-in-action is employed, many profes-
sionals or experts at it find it so difficult to articulate the
processes they use in their practice. It is not unusual to hear
practitioners say: ‘I can do it easily myself butI find it hard to
explain to you how [ do it’; or ‘I’m sure this is the right way to
do it but 'm not sure why that is.’

Schon (1983, p. 50) clearly recognises, however, that all
professional practice is not governed by knowing-in-action,
acknowledging that there is an engagement with reflection
stating that:

‘... both ordinary people and professional practitioners
often think about what they are doing, sometimes even
while doing it. They may ask themselves, for example,
“What features do I notice when I recognise this thing?
What are the criteria by which I make this judgement?
What procedures am I enacting when I perform this skill?
How am I framing the problem that I am trying to solve?”
Usually reflection on knowing-in-action goes together with
reflection on the stuff at hand. There is some puzzling, or
troubling, or interesting phenomenon with which the
individual is trying to deal. As he tries to make sense of it,
he also reflects on the understandings which he surfaces,
criticises, restructures and embodies in further action.’

Schon (1983, p. 61) called this second type of thinking
reflection-in-action, with the more experienced professional
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also reflecting upon the more routine aspects of practice. The
act is essentially one of reflecting upon past activities.

‘Practitioners do reflect on their knowing-in-practice.
Sometimes in the relative tranquillity of a post-mortem,
they think back on a project they have undertaken, a
situation they have lived through, and they explore the
understandings they have brought to the handling of the
case. They may do this in a mood of idle speculation, or in
a deliberate effort to prepare themselves for future cases.’

It is this ability to reflect on practice which students should
develop in professional courses. The main theme of this book
hinges on what the authors have learned about how to teach
and design courses so that students become adept at reflect-
ing upon their practice.

What is reflection?

What is perhaps surprising, in spite of the wide interest in
reflection and the volumes written about it, is that the con-
cept is ill-defined. Formal definitions are not easy to find as
has been observed by Atkins & Murphy (1993) and Sparks-
Langer, Simmons & Pasch (1990) among others. Many write
about reflection with the apparent assumption that everyone
knows what it is. However, the disparities in terminology,
frames of reference, applications and usage make it clear that
this assumption is not helpful.

An element of confusion surrounds the literature because
the concept has become so widely and diversely used that it is
now found within quite disparate contexts and based upon
divergent frames of reference. Within one context there may
be a number of writers who establish a set of terminology,
unaware that those who operate within a different context
are using similar terminology but with different meanings.
The concept of reflection has also been approached from
quite different knowledge bases. These bases range from
casual observation or everyday experience to the rather
daunting theoretical treatises of Habermas. Not surprisingly,
these extreme starting points lead to a divergence both of
views of the constructs and outcomes.

This point can be substantiated by recalling the assignment
of taking from our library the number of books referred to in
this chapter. This meant going to three floors of the library
and visiting several sections, which were well separated by
both physical distance and entries in the catalogue. The point
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is not the legwork involved in examining the literature for a
book, but the diversity of fields which have contributed to the
understanding of the concept of reflection. The books all had

perfectly logical classifications but were spread around
various sections of the library (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 A framework for reviewing the literature

Context

Orientation

Outcames

Principal writers

General

College learning

Professional
practice and
education

Adult education

Adult and student-
centred learning

Health science
education

Initial
development of
the concept of
reflection

Reflection as
dealing with ill-
defined problems

Understanding
professional
practice

Theoretical
development

Experiential

Developing
reflective
practitioners

Description of
reflective thinking

Description and
classification of
developmental
stages

Description of the
decision-making
process by
professionals

Classification of
types of reflection

Models of
reflective thinking

Richer
descriptions of
reflection in
context

Dewey

King & Kitchener
Perry

Schon

Mezirow
van-Manen

Boud, Keogh &
Walker
Jarvis

Johns
Atkins & Murphy

Because of the number of citations and their disparate

nature, it is not possible to perform a comprehensive review
of the literature since such a review would be a mammoth
task and a rapidly growing one. What is more significant is
whether much would be gained by such a review. Without a
clear definition as a starting point and any measure of
agreement on the nature of reflection, a comprehensive
review would result simply in confusion and contradiction.

Instead, we will discuss the work of a limited number of
writers whose research is highly regarded and has been cited
and utilised by others. In order to make some sense of the
alternative contexts we have attempted to indicate the
background of the work. As will become apparent, most of
the selected material forms the foundation for work in sub-
sequent chapters.



10 Chapter 1

When studying the literature on reflection, five main
threads were identified which will be considered in some
detail in this chapter.

e A definition of reflection and a more detailed description
of its nature is a necessary starting point.

e As the treatment of reflection has become bound up with
its context, it seems necessary to refer to this and to deal
particularly with reflection in our two principal contexts
of academia and professional practice.

e Our book is directed towards the health professions so
there is a need to look at the more pertinent work in this
area. : _ 4

e As various writers have distinguished levels, types or
categories of reflection, there needs to be a discussion of
these.

e There have also been several attempts to discuss the
mechanism by which people reflect or to develop models
of the processes involved in reflective thinking.

These points are discussed at pertinent stages throughout the
book. Some are covered within one of the contextual areas
listed in Table 1.1, others relate to several areas.

Definitions of reflection

John Dewey (1859-1952) was an influential writer of
educational thought and practice who stressed its social
importance and advocated student-centred learning. He is
considered to have initiated the concept of reflective thinking
as an aspect of learning and education, defining it as:

‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or
supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds
that support it and the further conclusion to which it tends.’

(Dewey, 1933, p. 9)

He saw two aspects to the process of reflective thinking:

‘Reflective thinking, in distinction from other operations to
which we apply the name of thought, involves (1) a state of
doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental difficulty, in which
thinking originates, and (2) an act of searching, hunting,
inquiring, to find material that will resolve the doubrt, settle
and dispose of the perplexity.’

(Dewey, 1933, p.12).
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He also introduced a distinction, which has endured,
between critical reflection and less considered reflection. He
argued that a person who was not sufficiently critical might
reach a hasty conclusion without examining all the possible
outcomes.

Dewey also argued that the development of reflective
thinking should be an educational aim. His philosophical
work is persuasively argued and indeed his position may be
even more pertinent today than it was when written. The
pace of technological change and the volume of available
current information places an even greater premium upon
the need to develop the ability of critical reflective thinking.

Two further definitions of reflection consistent with
Dewey’s are given by Boud, Keogh & Walker (1985) and
Boyd & Fales (1983).

‘Reflection in the context of learning is a generic term for
those intellectual and affective activities in which indivi-
duals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to

new understandings and appreciation.’
(Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985, p. 19)

‘Reflective learning is the process of internally examining
and exploring an issue of concern, triggered by an
experience, which creates and clarifies meaning in terms of
self, and which results in a changed conceptual perspec-
tive.”

(Boyd & Fales, 1983, p. 100)

These two definitions are moving towards the context of
professional practice in that both view experience as the
touchstone for reflection. In Dewey’s original work, reflec-
tive thinking is placed in a wide context, however there has
been a recent tendency by many to reserve it for the context
of professional practice.

Reflective judgement

The work of Patricia King and Karen Kitchener is sited in the
context of college education where they spent many years
investigating students’ beliefs about knowledge. They
acknowledge that their work on reflective judgement (1994)
follows Dewey’s (1933) writing on reflective thinking. King
& Kitchener see reflective judgement as the ability to deal
with ill-structured problems. Such problems were discussed
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at the beginning of this chapter with the conclusion that the
work of professionals involves dealing with messy problems.
However, King & Kitchener operate within the different
context of college education. Their work demonstrated that
students’ ability to cope with college depends upon the
development of sufficiently sophisticated beliefs about
knowledge and a recognition that issues can be ill-defined
and demand reflective judgements.

King & Kitchener’s model of reflective judgement takes
into account cognitive development and contends that the
ability to recognise and deal with ill-defined problems
depends on beliefs about knowledge. This model has seven
stages characterised by increasingly sophisticated assump-
tions about knowledge which are accompanied by a devel-
oping ability to reflect upon ill-structured problems.

The initial three stages are pre-reflective. Stages four and
five are quasi-reflective, while in stages six and seven reflec-
tive thinking is achieved and the existence of ill-structured
problems is recognised. The view of knowledge for the seven
stages is summarised below.

Pre-reflective

(1) Knowledge is absolute.

(2) Knowledge is absolute but not always immediately
available. It can be obtained from authority figures or
directly observed.

(3) Knowledge is absolute in most cases but temporarily
uncertain in others.

Quasi-reflective

(4) Knowledge is uncertain as there is always an element of
ambiguity in evidence.

(5) Knowledge is personal since individuals have to inter-
pret the evidence.

Reflective

(6) Knowledge about ill-structured problems is constructed
by evaluating evidence and the opinions of others.

(7) Knowledge of ill-structured problems is constructed
from inquiry which leads to reasonable solutions based
upon evidence currently available.

King & Kitchener’s work has considerable implications for
courses aiming to promote reflective thinking. Sending
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students on a practice session and expecting them to reflect
upon their practice will clearly be frustrating for all
concerned if students are in one of the pre-reflective stages.
Even for those in the quasi-reflective stages the venture may
not be particularly fruitful.

Results from King & Kitchener are given on a scale of 1 to
7 corresponding to the seven levels above. In their analysis of
levels of reflective judgement, King and Kitchener report
mean scores of around 3.5 out of 7 for college first-year
students; and 4.0 out of 7 for senior students (King &
Kitchener, 1994a, pp. 224-5), implying that the average
senior is still at a quasi-reflective stage of development and as
these are mean scores there must be many at pre-reflective
stages.

Students generally develop through the reflective stages
during the college years, though perhaps not as much as one
might expect. The title of King & Kitchener’s (1994) book,
though, is Developing Reflective Judgement suggesting that
there is a role for faculty in assisting students to make the
transition through the developmental stages until they are
capable of reflective judgement. It is one of the major con-
tentions of this book that it is necessary for teachers to pay
attention to the development of curricula in the theoretical
elements of courses so that students are equipped to reflect
upon their practice in the practice element.

The reflective judgement model is one of a number of
developmental models of intellectual capacity. The one
which has probably been most widely cited in application to
university students is that of Perry (1970; 1988). Perry
characterised students’ cognitive and intellectual develop-
ment by nine observed positions ranging from the unswer-
ving belief in the correctness of authorities, through a more
relativistic understanding, to the ability to evolve and
evaluate personal commitments. Perry (1988) also saw a role
for the teacher to assist students to develop through these
positions by combining challenges with support.

Deep and surface learning

Students’ approaches to learning are another set of con-
structs derived from research in higher education. Students
were categorised as employing either a deep or a surface
approach (Marton & Siljo, 1976). When using a deep
approach, the intention was to seek the underlying meaning
of a text. By contrast, the use of a surface approach saw
students concentrating upon the text itself.
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Approaches to learning and reflection are not commonly
considered in the same work, but there is an indirect rela-
tionship. Students who employ a surface approach cannot be
thinking reflectively. Thinking reflectively must imply a deep
approach but it is possible to utilise a deep approach to
learning without necessarily reflecting upon practice, as the
topic could be a theoretical one, divorced from the experi-
ence of the student.

It has been shown (see Ramsden, 1992, and Biggs, 1999
for general treatments) that a range of factors within the
broad teaching environment can influence which approach a
student employs for a particular learning task. Students can
be induced to employ a surface approach by factors such as
the following:

assessment which demands purely recall

excessive workload

over-formal relationships with teaching staff

didactic teaching methods which provide little opportu-
nity for interaction or activity

teaching which fails to capture the interest of students

Metacognition

Another higher order thinking process which might be
compared to reflection is metacognition. The term has been
used to refer to two somewhat separate phenomena:
knowledge about cognition; and regulation of cognition
(Baker & Brown, 1984). The first is concerned with a per-
son’s knowledge about his or her own cognitive resources. If
the learner is aware of what is needed to perform effectively,
then it is possible for him or her to take steps to meet the
demands of a learning situation more adequately. If, how-
ever, the learner is not aware of his or her limitations or the
complexity of the task at hand, then the learner can hardly be
expected to deal properly with the type of typically ill-defined
issues with which professionals deal.

The second phenomenon of the regulation of cognition is
used by a learner when attempting to solve a problem. The
indices of metacognition include checking the outcome of an
attempt to solve a problem, planning one’s next move,
monitoring the effectiveness of any attempted action, and
testing, revising and evaluating one’s strategies for learning.
Furthermore Baker & Brown (1984) state that effective
learning requires an active monitoring of one’s own cognitive
activities.
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Metacognition is clearly a reflective process. The act of
monitoring one’s own cognition requires self-reflection.
Again, though, the two constructs are not the same. It is
important, however, to be aware of the literature relating to
both approaches to learning and metacognition when look-
ing at the meaning of reflection.

Reflective practice

The literature concerned with the reflective practice compo-
nent, and in particular the influential work of Schon (1983;
1987) has been referred to earlier in this chapter. It is,
though, instructive to examine the relationship between the
literature on educating the reflective practitioner with that
reviewed above on developing reflective judgement.

Surprisingly there seems to be little relationship at all. King
& Kitchener (1994) do not reference Schéon or many other
writers from the discipline of either adult education or the
health sciences, whose work is dealt with in the remainder of
this chapter. Apart from common acknowledgements to the
pioneering work of Dewey, there is little overlap between the
references in the texts by Schon and King & Kitchener.
Despite each of them having extensive bibliographies, there is
little in common between them, possibly because they origi-
nate from different disciplinary backgrounds.

It is interesting that the work of King & Kitchener (1994)
relating to reflective judgement does not find application in
the field of professional education and the work related to
educating professionals makes little reference to the literature
concerned with developing reflective judgement in general
education. This is probably because the major references in
the literature to reflective practice refer to the practice setting.

Compartmentalising literature reviews by discipline area
seems to be quite common. The work on reflection in the
adult education area draws mainly upon the work of other
adult educators. Similarly most of those in the health sciences
show a preference for work from those in their own discipline
area. The outcome of such compartmentalising is limiting as
insights from those in other disciplines would often be
relevant, particularly if adaptations were to be made.

Limitations of Schon’s work

Schén’s work has been criticised for its limitations. The two
major areas which have been highlighted are the narrow view
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of reflection and the lack of variety in the types of teaching
situations described.

Greenwood (1998) is one who has criticised the limitations
of Schén’s model by pointing out that it only involves two
components of reflective practice, that is, reflection-in-action
and reflection-on-action. Greenwood noted particularly the
failure to recognise the importance of reflection-before-
action. Reflection-before-action involves thinking through
what one intends to do before doing it. This reduces the
chances of making errors. Greenwood’s view of reflection is
more in line with Boud, Keogh & Walker’s model (1985)
which emphasises preparation for experience as well as the
re-evaluation of the experience.

Eraut (1995) questioned the construct of reflection-in-
action by pointing out that he had observed little evidence of
reflection-in-action in the complex interplay of a typical
classroom setting. This observation is interesting as in most
courses which claim to promote reflective practice, the stress
is upon reflection-on-action.

Schon’s work on educating reflective practitioners (1983)
is limited, in that examples of educating potential profes-
sionals are in the context of a professional practice situation
such as a studio. The prominent example is an architectural
studio where a student learns to design under the guidance of
a coach. Other examples are of the teaching of psycho-
analytic practice to a resident by a supervisor, and a musical
performance master class in which a master teacher guides an
advanced student. The limitation will be all too obvious to
most readers who do not have the luxury of being able to
hold extensive individual counselling sessions. As Schon’s
examples deal with a form of education which is impractical
for current higher education practice, the development of
guidelines for teaching and developing curricula for reflective
practice has been effectively left to others. This book, is
therefore, a major contribution to filling this breach.

A further limitation of Schon’s contribution to education is
that all his examples refer to the practice situation in a studio
and make no reference to the theoretical element of the large
majority of professional programmes. Similarly, most of the
literature on reflective practice deals with the period of
professional experience which students undertake. Very little
covers the other non-practice parts of courses which are
normally considered to be the theory element.

This divide is interesting in that one of the most widely
cited rationales for reflective practice in professional educa-
tion has been concerned with bridging the theory/practice
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gap (e.g. Clarke, 1986; Tichen & Binnie, 1992; Conway,
1994). It is one of the major contentions of this book that the
gulf will not be bridged if reflection-on-practice is confined to
the professional practice component.

The work of King & Kitchener (1994) also raises the
question of whether students are prepared and able to engage
in reflection upon their practice. They will not be able to
achieve this unless they have reached the appropriate devel-
opmental stage of reflective judgement. There is little to be
gained from sending students to reflect upon the ill- defined
issues of professional practice if they still view knowledge in
cut and dried terms, as they will not be able even to recognise
that practice consists of messy problems. The development of
students towards appropriate conceptions of knowledge and
to higher stages in reflective judgement is surely a concern of
the theory element of courses.

Of importance to the academic community, is the recog-
nition that reflection can take place in an academic context
and not just in an environment of professional practice. For
programmes of professional practice, reflection can take
place in both the university and the professional practice
settings. Indeed, if reflection is seen as a bridge between
theory and practice, it is important that it is actively
promoted within the theoretical elements of the course and
not confined to the practice situation. It is also important to
recognise that students frequently have unsophisticated
conceptions of knowledge and are ill-equipped to engage in
reflective thinking. These abilities can, though, be cultivated
during academic programmes.

Types of reflection

Major contributors to widening perspectives on the nature of
reflection have come from the field of adult education. Some
of these have approached the work from a theoretical per-
spective, others have taken a more experiential view. Some of
those starting from theory have derived several types or levels
of reflection from their chosen framework and context. The
most developed of these are perhaps those who have taken
the work of Habermas (e.g. 1970; 1972; 1974) as their basic
theoretical framework.

An early work which draws upon Habermas is that of van-
Manen (1977). His writing related to curriculum develop-
ment and discussed the effect of epistemological assumptions
upon curricula. His argument was that it was only through
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critical reflection that important curriculum issues could be
addressed.

One of the best developed expositions on the levels or types
of reflection comes from the work of Jack Mezirow, who has
written extensively on the subject of reflection as an essential
component of his model of transformative learning for adults.
The following section is principally derived from Mezirow
(1991), of which Chapter 4 is most central to defining
reflection. Other works by Mezirow (1977; 1985; 1992) also
contributed to clarifying the meaning of important constructs
as does his more recent work (Mezirow, 1998).

The influence of Habermas and critical theory is readily
apparent in Mezirow’s work. As such it has a political
agenda because critical theory was developed alongside
Marxism. In our discussion of the work we have not drawn
upon this as our interest is on reflection within an educa-
tional and professional context.

Mezirow separates reflective action from non-reflective
action. While being principally interested in reflective
thinking, it is helpful to first distinguish what is not reflection
so as to better define what is reflection. Three types of non-
reflective action are distinguished: habitual action, thought-
ful action and introspection.

Habitual action

Habitual action is that which has been learnt previously and,
through frequent use, becomes an activity which is per-
formed automatically or with little conscious thought.
Examples are riding a bicycle or using a keyboard. Habitual
actions are clearly not reflective, though much professional
practice seems to become habitual for more experienced
practitioners.

Thoughtful action

Thoughtful action makes use of existing knowledge, without
attempting to appraise that knowledge, so learning remains
within pre-existing meaning schemes and perspectives. Much
of the ‘book learning’ which takes place in universities is best
classified as thoughtful action. Students can try to reach an
understanding of the concepts without relating them to their
own experiences. Thoughtful action can be described as a
cognitive process.

Thoughtful action differs from habitual action in that the
latter does not require thinking about the action while per-
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forming it. When we ride a bike we do not normally think
about the technique or mechanics of riding. For professionals
in their everyday practice, much of their work can become
fairly routine, in which case they tend not to reflect upon
their actions. Their normal mode of operation becomes
thoughtful action in Mezirow’s terminology, or ‘knowing-in-
practice’ according to Schén’s work (1983, pp. 61-62).

‘As practice becomes more repetitive and routine, and as
knowing-in-practice becomes increasingly tacit and spon-
taneous, the practitioner may miss important opportunities
to think about what he is doing. Through reflection, he can
surface and criticise the tacit understandings that have
grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialised
practice, and can make new sense of the situations of
uncertainty or uniqueness which he may allow himself to
experience. Practitioners do reflect on their knowing-in-
practice.’

It is only when cases occur which do not fit within the nor-
mally experienced framework that reflection becomes
necessary.

Introspection

Unlike thoughtful action, which is concerned with cognition,
introspection lies in the affective domain. It refers to feelings
or thoughts about ourselves. The feelings can be personal,
such as recognising that we feel happy, upset or bored with
something. Introspection can involve the recognition that we
have feelings towards others, such as liking or disliking them.
It does not, however, encompass decisions about how or why
these feelings developed since that becomes reflective think-
ing. Introspection remains at the level of recognition or
awareness of these feelings.

Mezirow (1991, p. 107) regarded introspection as not
reflective because it involves no attempt to re-examine or test
the validity of prior knowledge. Others, such as Boud &
Walker (1993), have observed an affective dimension asso-
ciated with reflection. The affective dimension of reflection
and the role of introspection are explored in Chapter 10.

Reflection

When Mezirow himself considers reflection, the influence of
critical theory upon his work becomes apparent. He defines
reflection as:
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‘Reflection involves the critique of assumptions about the
content or process of problem solving.... The critique of
premises or presuppositions pertains to problem posing as
distinct from problem solving. Problem posing involves
making a taken-for-granted situation problematic, raising
questions regarding its validity.’

(Mezirow, 1991, p. 105)

Mezirow then proceeds to subdivide reflection into three
categories of content, process and premise reflection. We
interpreted content and process reflection as being equivalent
in level. The two are distinguishable in terms of the subject
matter of the reflection. Content reflection being concerned
with what, while process examines how.

Mezirow (1991, p. 107-8) defines content reflection as:
‘Reflection on what we perceive, think, feel or act upon.” He
defines process reflection as the method or manner in which
we think: ‘Examination of how one performs the functions of
perceiving, thinking, feeling, or acting and an assessment of
efficacy in performing them.’

Premise reflection

Premise reflection is seen as a higher level of reflection
because it is through premise reflection that we can trans-
form our meaning framework as it opens the possibility of
perspective transformation. As Mezirow (1991, p. 108)
defines it: ‘Premise reflection involves us becoming aware of
why we perceive, think, feel or act as we do.’

It is the premise reflection which borrows most from the
foundation of Mezirow’s work on critical theory (Mezirow,
1981) and the writing of Habermas (e.g. 1970; 1972; 1974).
To undergo a perspective transformation, it is necessary to
recognise that many of our actions are governed by a set of
beliefs and values which have been almost unconsciously
assimilated from a particular environment. Premise reflection
then requires a critical review of presuppositions from con-
scious and unconscious prior learning and an understanding
of their consequences.

Conventional wisdom and ingrained assumptions are hard
to change, in part, because they become so deeply embedded
that we become unaware that they are assumptions or even
that they exist. Mezirow (1991, p. 110) clearly recognises the
difficulty of perspective transformation, stating that ‘It must
involve a hiatus in which a problem becomes redefined so
that action may be redirected.’
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Premise reflection 1is, therefore, unlikely to occur
frequently. This would be particularly true of topics which
are central to our main activities as these have the most
numerous and the most deep-seated beliefs. Perspective
transformation is easier if the topic is more peripheral to the
main interest and activity of the person.

Mezirow’s recognition of perspective transformation as a
more profound level of reflection has parallels in the work of
others. Dewey’s (1933) distinction between critical and less
considered reflection was mentioned earlier. It is the term
critical reflection which has more commonly been used to
describe the deeper form of reflection.

Models of reflective thinking

Another aspect of reflection, which has achieved some
attention in the literature, is the mechanism by which
reflective thinking takes place. Of the various attempts to
model reflective thinking, the well developed model by Boud,
Keogh & Walker (1985) to be one of the most useful. This
model was later refined by Boud & Walker (1991) and there
are further comments on the nature of reflection in Boud &
Walker (1998).

Reflection has been defined by Boud, Keogh & Walker
(1985) as ‘an important human activity in which people
recapture their experience, think about it, mull it over and
evaluate it’. The central point of reflection in learning is
experience.

The reflective process involves both feelings and cognition
which are closely interrelated and interactive. The feelings
may be positive or negative. They cue the individual to
respond at the initial stage of the reflective process. Intensive
personal feelings are also present towards the end stage of the
reflective process (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985). They
further state that as an outcome of reflection, the individual is
enabled to act upon his or her convictions with the com-
mitment to action becoming the life-force of the individual.
The cognitive activities include making inferences, dis-
criminating and associating relationships, and validating
assumptions.

Boud, Keogh & Walker also depict a model of the reflec-
tive process in which they suggest the key elements of the
process. The model explains that as an individual encounters
an experience, so he or she responds. The reflective process is
initiated when the individual returns to the experience,
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recollecting what has taken place and replaying the experi-
ence. Then re-evaluation takes place. There are four elements
in the process of re-evaluation:

(1) Association — relating new data to that which is already
known.

(2) Integration — seeking relationships among the data.

(3) Validation — determining the authenticity of the ideas
and feelings which have resulted.

(4) Appropriation — making knowledge one’s own.

The outcomes of reflection may include development of a
new perspective or changes in behaviour. The synthesis,
validation and appropriation of knowledge are part of the
reflective process, but they can be outcomes as well. Boud,
Keogh & Walker suggest that the elements be separated just
to draw attention to the various features in the process. The
elements do not proceed in a linear sequence, nor are they
independent of each other. Some stages can be omitted or
some of the elements can at times be compressed.

Models of learning

Peter Jarvis is, like David Boud, a professor in the field of
adult education. He has developed a model of learning which
is perhaps broader than the previous model as it encompasses
non-learning and non-reflective learning as well as reflective
learning. The starting point for the model was Kolb’s (1984)
learning cycle. Jarvis, though, felt this was rather simplistic
for a process as complex as learning so he invited seminar
participants to construct models to describe their own
learning experiences.

After extensive refinement through this process, the out-
come was a more complex model of learning (Jarvis, 1987;
1992;1995). The model divides learning into three categories
of response to experience: non-learning, non-reflective
learning and reflective learning. Each category then has three
types of learning associated with it. For example, the three
types of reflective learning are contemplation, reflective skills
learning and experimental learning. Including nine types of
learning within the same model makes it more comprehen-
sive but at the same time more complex.

The nine elements start with the person and the situation.
Each of the nine types of learning is described by a different
route through some sub-set of the nine elements. It is
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impossible to deal with all the forms of learning within a brief
review but to give one example, the path in the contempla-
tion form of reflection takes the following steps:

person

situation

experience

reasoning and reflecting

evaluation

memorisation

person changed and more experienced

The four final steps are shown as a two way process. The
process can then be cyclical or iterative.

The strength of Jarvis’s model is that reflection is recog-
nised as being related to other forms of thinking and learn-
ing. It is further broadened by being widely applicable, rather
than restricted to particular domains. The breadth of
applicability, though, presumably involved a trade-off in that
the model does not provide as rich a description of reflective
thinking itself compared to some of the other models
examined.

Health science education

The two highlighted limitations of Schon’s work have created
openings for others to pursue. Those involved in the health
professions have been active both in widening the perspective
on the nature of reflection and in trying to show how stu-
dents might be taught to become reflective practitioners using
methods which are more realistic for the cash strapped uni-
versities of today. This chapter considers two attempts to
widen the characterisation of reflection.

Jobns’s guided framework of reflection

A recent model, developed in the nineties, has been the result
of the work of Christopher Johns from the field of nurse
education. Johns based the development of his work on
Carper’s (1978) four patterns of knowing. He believes that
reflection is a deliberate and structured activity, so much so
that he has developed a guided framework of reflection.
Johns asserts that the existing norms of nursing practice
constrain the practitioners’ caring potential, and guided
reflection facilitates the challenge of these norms (Johns,
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1996a). Before elaborating on Johns’ guided framework of
reflection, it would be helpful to briefly review the work of
Carper which underpins Johns’s model.

Johns (1995a; 1995b) cites the work of Barbara Carper
(1978) who outlined four ways of knowing: the empirical,
the personal, the ethical and the aesthetic. The empirical
facilitates the practitioner to view the situation according to
some rule or law. The situation described is stereotypical,
and the outcome of the situation is predictable. The personal
recognises the engagement of self in the practice setting.
There is an understanding that working with patients is often
difficult and stressful. The ethical is concerned with mana-
ging value conflicts when dealing with clinical situations that
require value judgement. The ‘aesthetic’ is grasping the nat-
ure of a clinical situation where information and meaning for
those involved are interpreted, the desired outcomes are
envisioned and the achieved outcomes are reflected. Johns
believes that this reflects the fullness of the nursing situation.
He compares Carper’s model with the nursing process — a
common problem solving approach used by nurses, but cri-
ticised by Johns as linear and separate. Unlike the nursing
process, Carper’s model promotes a more dynamic inter-
personal process of caring in nursing practice than nursing
process (Johns, 1996a).

Why must reflection be guided? According to Johns,
practitioners are socialised and accustomed to conventional
ways of practice. They take for granted the everyday world
and do not necessarily see the need to reflect on practice.
Johns therefore alleges that practitioners need guidance to
help them see beyond the reality, and envisage new ways of
practice (Johns, 1995a). Reflection, it can be argued, involves
the process of unlearning. The guided reflection helps to
create space for individuals to reflect-in-action and develop
expertise and confidence (Johns, 1996b). He illustrates how
he guided the student through reflection by providing
reflective cues based on the structured reflection model he
developed. In the process, he constantly analysed the super-
vision dialogue within the guided reflection relationships to
enable the practitioner to unfold situations that are present
within everyday practice. By assimilating learning through
reflection with existing personal knowledge, the practitioner
can then respond to new situations within a changed per-
spective (Johns, 1995b). The process involves personal
deconstruction and reconstruction, and learning through
reflection. It is a process that encompasses enlightenment,
empowerment and emancipation. Enlightenment is to
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understand the self in the context of practice. Empowerment
is to have the courage and commitment to take necessary
action. Emancipation is to liberate oneself from previous
ways of being so as to achieve a more desirable way of
practice. Reflection frees the practitioner’s senses and makes
caring visible (Johns, 1996b). Through reflection, the
practitioner can appreciate self in the context of the work
environment. Johns acknowledges that practitioners may feel
powerless to take action to change the reality, and he asserts
that practitioners need both challenge and support to con-
front practice as exposed through reflection on experience
(Johns, 1995Db).

Atkins & Murphy model

It is useful to examine another model of reflective thinking at
this stage. Atkins & Murphy (1993) claim that their model
results from a review and synthesis of the work of Mezirow,
1981; Schon, 1983; Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; and
Powell, 1989 on this topic. Note that these authors span
several of the frameworks identified within the literature. The
review was also undertaken from the perspective of health
science professionals, the discipline area on which this book
is based.

Atkins & Murphy claim to have discovered in the above
writers a common understanding of the reflective processes.
They all identified the process of reflection as the internal
examination of self, which results in a changed conceptual
perspective. The authors divided the key elements of
reflective process into three stages:

(1) awareness of uncomfortable feelings and thoughts
(2) critical analysis
(3) new perspective

Awareness of uncomfortable feelings and thoughts are
often a trigger point when one realises that the knowledge
possessed is insufficient to explain what is happening in a
unique situation. This self-realisation results in a sense of
inner discomfort as described by Boyd & Fales (1983). The
authors identify that self-awareness and the ability to
describe the salient features of the experience (verbally and/
or in writing) as the essential skills required at this stage.

Critical analysis involves an examination of the feelings
and knowledge of the situation and may include aesthetic,
personal, moral and empirical knowledge (Atkins &
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Murphy, 1993). Such examination allows the person to
analyse his/her existing knowledge and may sometimes
provide an explanation of the unique situation. It is also
possible that the analysis may involve the examination or
generation of new knowledge. This is similar to the four
critical thought processes suggested by Boud, Keogh &
Walker (1985) and consists of association, integration,
validation and appropriation.

As a result of an exploration of a unique situation, new
perspectives of the situation may develop. The integration of
new knowledge with previous knowledge, i.e. synthesis and
evaluation, are crucial to the development of a new per-
spective. Mezirow (1981) described this stage as perspective
transformation in which learning takes place.

Subsequent analysis of this model has shown it to be over
simplistic. Nevertheless it is worth including at this stage as it
does suggest the key elements in reflection. There seems
however to be much more to reflection than just these three
steps.

Summary

As with the first chapter in most books, we have taken steps
to define our main topic of reflection and review the relevant
literature. To impose some logical structure on the mass of
material, we have ordered the work in terms of its originating
context and the types of outcome towards which the authors
work. The review has been limited to a few of the more
prominent writers on the topic and so should be seen as
providing a framework to interpret the literature.

If one accepts Dewey (1933) as providing the original
formulation of the idea of reflective thinking, the concept can
be considered to be holistic. The work was a philosophical
examination of the nature of thinking in general. This led to a
treatise urging all educational programmes to see the devel-
opment of reflective thinking as an aim, and perhaps as the
most important aim.

Since this landmark text, a number of research traditions
have emerged which examine reflection within a specific
context or choose to apply it to more particular ends. The
general education tradition of Dewey has been followed by
King & Kitchener (1994) who see reflective judgement as
developing through a number of stages in college education.

Some adult education specialists have approached reflec-
tive thinking from a theoretical standpoint and have found
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the work of Habermas a useful starting point. In this chapter
we looked in detail at the work of Mezirow which provided a
detailed description of types of reflective thinking. Others
from the field of adult education have taken a more experi-
ential starting point. From this tradition, we highlighted the
model of reflective thinking developed by Boud, Keogh &
Walker. Practitioners from nursing education and the other
health sciences have also contributed to widening our
thinking about the process of reflection with the work of
Johns being particularly illuminating.

The most prominent field drawing upon the concept of
reflection is currently that of the reflective practitioner in the
professional practice context. The seminal writing of Schén
has ensured that numerous programmes of professional
education are aiming to produce reflective practitioners.

It may help in interpreting the breadth of literature on this
topic to. consider the tradition from which the work is
derived. This should help in dealing with the differing uses of
the same or similar terminology. A wider view of the topic
may also make available relevant work from other traditions.

A synthesised definition of reflection

If theory is to be integrated with practice, then professional
programmes need to develop students’ ability to engage in
reflective thinking in the theoretical elements of the courses
and not leave it to the practice component. Furthermore,
unless students are at a stage of development which enables
them to engage in reflective judgement, they are unlikely to
reflect successfully upon their practice in the practice com-
ponent of programmes.

In this latter case we need to adopt a wider definition of
reflection than the various authors, reviewed above, who
have written about reflection with reference to a particular
academic discipline or tradition. In this book we need to
operate across the two most common contexts of college
courses and professional practice and draws upon several of
the fields in the literature. To this end we offer the following
multi-faceted definition of reflection:

o The subject matter of reflection is an ill-defined problem —
the type of issues and cases dealt with in professional
practice.

e The process of reflection may be triggered by an unusual
case or can be deliberately stimulated.
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e Reflection operates through a careful re-examination and
evaluation of experience, beliefs and knowledge.

e Reflection most commonly involves looking back or
reviewing past actions, though competent professionals
can develop the ability to reflect while engaging in their
practice.

e Reflection leads to new perspectives.

e Reflection operates at a number of levels, from the highest
level of critical reflection necessitating a change to deep-
seated — and often unconscious — beliefs, and leads to new
belief structures.

o Reflective thinking ability is reached through a develop-
mental process linked to developing appropriate concep-
tions of knowledge.

Chapter 12 will return to this definition and expand it in the
light of the exploration of the topic throughout the work

which led to this book.

Terminology

Terminology is also relevant. Particular authors have used
different terms. Again this is influenced by the context of
their work and the literature to which they refer. As far as
possible in this book the terminology is consistent with this
existing usage, though the overlaps suggest that consistency
is difficult to achieve.

Dewey (1933) wrote mainly of reflective thinking as a
thought process which education should strive to cultivate.
King & Kitchener (1994) use reflective judgement as a
quality which college students need to develop in order to
recognise and deal with ill-defined problems. Schén uses the
terms knowing-in-action, reflection-in-action and reflection-
on-action to refer to types of thinking pursued by reflective
practitioners in the pursuit of their professional practice. A
higher level of reflective thinking was designated by Dewey
(1933) as critical reflection while Mezirow (1991) used the
term premise reflection.

This book uses each of the above terms when writing of a
context and usage similar to that of the authors cited. The
general term reflection has been used in a wider sense to
encompass the above terms in a way which is consistent with
these definitions.
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Action research and its
application to the project

David Kember, Harrison Tse and Jan McKay

Introduction

The project which resulted in this book was not planned
from the outset in its final form but evolved from a number of
similar, but originally separate, initiatives. These original
initiatives were programme or department specific ventures
to make curricula for courses or programmes more suited to
the development of reflective practitioners. Loosely at least,
these initiatives all had an action research format. The reason
is quite simple — of the accepted research paradigms, action
research is the only one to positively embrace change.

Action research

Action research has become widely accepted in the health
sciences, education, management and other fields, so many
texts are available to describe it and its procedures (Sten-
house, 1975; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Elliott, 1991; McKer-
nan, 1991; McNiff, 1992; Kember, 2000). As it was
fundamental to the project on which this book is based, a
brief introduction is given to its main characteristics.

There are several schools or variants of action research.
These range from quite pragmatic procedures for dealing
with ill-defined problems to approaches derived from critical
theory, with associated political overtones as critical theory is
related to Marxist calls for emancipation. There are, though,
characteristics common to action research which collectively
distinguish it from research conducted under positivist or
interpretative paradigms. A definition of the essential
components of action research by Carr & Kemmis (1986,
pp. 165-166) would be widely accepted.



30

Chapter 2

‘It can be argued that three conditions are individually
necessary and jointly sufficient for action research to be
said to exist: firstly, a project takes as its subject-matter a
social practice, regarding it as a form of strategic action
susceptible of improvement; secondly, the project proceeds
through a spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing
and reflecting, with each of these activities being system-
atically and self-critically implemented and interrelated;
thirdly, the project involves those responsible for the
practice in each of the moments of the activity, widening
participation in the project gradually to include others
affected by the practice, and maintaining collaborative
control of the process.’

To expand further upon the nature of action research, the
following features have been distilled from a number of
accounts representing the major typologies (Stenhouse,
1975; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Elliott, 1991; McKernan,
1991; McNiff, 1992). In the following section of this chapter
each of these aspects of action research will be briefly
discussed. Action research:

aims towards improvement

is a cyclical process

incorporates reflection upon action

involves systematic inquiry

is concerned with social practice

is usually a participative venture

‘demands that the participants decide the topic

Perhaps the clearest distinction between action research
and other modes lies in the attitude to changes to what is
being researched. Other paradigms carefully avoid con-
taminating or perturbing the subject of their research. Action
researchers set out with the avowed intention of making
changes and improving their practice. Lewin (1952) and
Rapoport (1970) both maintain that research should go
beyond the production of books and papers to achieving
social change. As such, action research has been widely
applied in situations in which participants wish to improve
their own practice, in fields such as education, management,
social work, etc. In education it has been reasonably pre-
valent in the school sector but less widespread in higher
education.

Action research is portrayed as a cyclical or spiral process
involving steps of planning, acting, observing and reflecting,
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though, in practice, the steps are less discrete than they
appear in pictorial representations. It is normal for a project
to go through two or more cycles in an iterative process.
There is provision for refinement of an initiative through a
series of cycles, each incorporating lessons from previous
cycles.

Inherent within the action research cycle is a need for the
researchers to reflect upon their actions and their practices.
The reflection is on the observations and outcomes arising
from the project and on the underlying practices and beliefs
of the participants. It is through this collective reflection that
changes in perspective can occur. Use of a research approach
with an integral reflective component is obviously highly
appropriate for this particular project.

Action research is not a ‘soft’ or imprecise mode of
research since rigorous systematic inquiry is as integral as for
other paradigms. The action research cycle incorporates
systematic observation and evaluation. Outcomes of sys-
tematic inquiry are made public and subjected to normal
criteria for scrutiny and acceptance. Action research does,
then, contribute to both social practice and the development
of theory.

The title ‘participative action research’ has been used by
some, indicating firstly that it is normally a group activity
involving those affected by the topic being investigated.
There may well be an attempt to widen the circle to include
others involved in the practice. Some would consider it
essential that action research be conducted by a group.
Others, however, accept that it can be an individual reflecting
on his or her practice or an individual problem-solving
activity.

The term ‘participative’ is also indicative of the importance
placed in the participation of practitioners themselves. A
distinction has been made with other paradigms where it is
more common for expert researchers to conduct inquiries
and hand down their findings and recommendations to those
in the field.

The roles of the practitioner and expert researcher also
influence the subject matter of action research. It has been
claimed (Stenhouse, 1975; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Elliott,
1991; McKernan, 1991; McNiff, 1992) that educational
researchers following other paradigms commonly con-
centrate upon theoretical issues which are of little interest or
relevance to teachers. In action research, though, it is the
participants or teachers who decide the subject or topic for
research. It can be something they feel is interesting or
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important or it can be a problem they want to solve. The
advocates of action research claim, therefore, that it brings
theory closer to practice.

Recently, action research has emerged as an approach to
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning in universities.
It is one of the few strategies for quality improvement or
educational development underpinned by both a theoretical
framework and by practical experience (Kember & Gow,
1992; Zuber-Skerrit, 1992; Kember & Kelly, 1993; Kember
& McKay, 1996).

For a more detailed account of how to apply educational
action research as an approach to enhancing teaching and
learning, see Kember (2000) which provides a detailed
account of the nature of action research and action learning.
It is a practical guide on how to conduct action research
projects which aim to introduce innovation in teaching and
improve the quality of student learning. Methods for evalu-
ating projects and learning outcomes are described.

A project with five sub-projects

The project was unusual in that it developed by merging
together five sub-projects. These sub-projects remained as
individual entities throughout the life of the overall project,
yet, at the same time they became fused together into a single
broader and, in some ways deeper, project. This section
describes the formulation and implemention of an action
research study with a hierarchical structure of an overall
project with sub-projects.

The initiative started with three originally quite indepen-
dent projects in the same university faculty. Each was an
action research project related to some aspect of reflective
teaching for a particular course. Joint meetings were arran-
ged for the three groups. These turned out to be valuable
experiences as the participants learnt from each other’s
experiences. In time, the projects merged into an overall
project and embraced two new initiatives. The combined
project also took on other research aims described
previously.

The individual issues were tackled through an action
research approach. Cycles of planning, action, observation
and reflection were used to test and refine components of five
courses designed to promote reflection and reflective writing.
Each course was the subject of an individual action research
study looking at the teaching within the course and whether
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it facilitated student reflection. Here, we make a distinction
between courses and programmes. A course refers to a dis-
crete subject offered in specific programmes. Each course
usually extends for a semester. Programmes, on the other
hand, consist of a number of courses or subjects, offered over
a given period of time and lead to a tertiary qualification —
degree or diploma.

As five courses were examined simultaneously, compar-
ison was possible and lessons learnt from one could be
applied in others. Essentially the research consisted of five
action research spirals, one for each course. As the studies
proceeded simultaneously and mutual reflection developed,
the spirals became intertwined. On top of this tangled web of
spirals was a sixth spiral which was the cyclical processes of
this overall project synthesised from the five course-based
projects. This can be viewed as a spiral synthesised from and
feeding back into the five course-based spirals.

The research team themselves engaged in reflection
upon the outcomes of the work, the whole of the team
meeting fortnightly. This facilitated comparison between
courses and served as a means of passing conclusions for
practice from one course to another. The critical
discourse of these meetings was both an element of the
project methodology and a contribution to the data. Meet-
ings were tape-recorded and transcripts produced of
useful sections of the dialogue.

The process of writing also contributed-to the group’s
exploration of the topics. Taking Chapter 8 on reflective
writing as an example, the factors which seemed to influence
reflective writing were noted from the group’s reflective
discussions of their courses. A structure for the chapter was
then prepared with headings for each of the teaching aspects
which appeared to influence the degree of reflection. Those
teaching each course then agreed to write notes about their
course under each of the headings. These notes were collected
together within the framework of the chapter as a ‘patch-
work quilt’.

The initial patchwork quilt served as a stimulus for
considerable discussion. The notes about one course often
stimulated those teaching other courses to reconsider aspects
of their course which they had not included in their own
notes. The attempt to synthesise conclusions from the
patchwork was through collaborative critical reflection. The
chapter eventually went through numerous iterative drafts,
each of which provided further stimulus for collective
reflection.
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Data collection and analysis

During the course of the projects considerable amounts of
data were gathered for the observation or evaluation facet of
the action research cycle. Some class discussion sessions were
tape-recorded. Interviews were held to gather information
about the effectiveness of the measures for promoting
reflective behaviour, the difficulties students faced in enga-
ging in reflective writing and any benefits the students
accrued from engaging in reflection-on-action in their
professional practice. Data were also gathered from student
journals and reports.

In Chapters 3 to 9 the data are used in conjunction with
our critical reflection to derive and verify insights and con-
clusions about the teaching initiatives and their impact upon
student learning. Typical quotations from interviews and
journals are used to substantiate and illuminate some of the
conclusions drawn within individual courses and from the
comparison of courses.

The project used the computer programme NUDeIST
(Richards & Richards, 1991) to handle the large amount of
qualitative data which were gathered. The programme has
facilities for indexing, text-searching, using Boolean opera-
tions on defined index nodes and combining data from
several initially independent studies. It is, therefore, very
effective for a project which has multiple data sources and
several atms, as it facilitates searches and comparison of data.

Some of the gathered data were also used for a more
detailed examination of the nature of reflection. This work
took a naturalistic approach as it aimed to examine reflection
from the perspective of the reflectors, in most instances the
students enrolled in the courses. Essentially it looked at stu-
dents’ descriptions of reflection and the reflective thinking
process with the aim of reaching a better understanding of
the nature of reflection. The outcomes of this part of the
project are described in Chapters 10 and 11.

Schon’s (1983) discussion of the nature of reflection is
based upon observation of, and discussion with, profes-
sionals and experienced practitioners going about their
practice. This is not an easy task as much of the routine work
of professionals is tacit. Cases are dealt with and judgements
are made without the professional thinking deeply about the
criteria underlying the decision reached or the procedures
followed. In standard cases professionals display an almost
unconscious routine which Schon calls knowing-in-action.
Even when conscious reflection does take place, most
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professionals find it difficult to fully articulate the rationale
underlying their judgement or the processes they used to
arrive at a decision.

In spite of the difficulty of obtaining data directly from
those engaged in reflective thinking, it is surely important to
pursue this avenue. It is only through the voice of the
reflector that one can reach a genuine picture of the nature
and mechanism of reflection. Studies based upon the per-
spective of the researcher, or the theories of another, always
run the danger of imposing a framework which is not
inherent in the subject.

For these reasons, the study described in this chapter
attempted to clarify aspects of reflective thinking through a
naturalistic inquiry. The key characteristics of the naturalistic
approach (Owens, 1982), as they relate to this study, are the
absence of testable hypotheses and limited use of a priori
theory. Rather, the theory is allowed to emerge from the data
using what Glaser & Strauss (1967) refer to as ‘grounded
theory’. Naturalistic inquiry recognises the importance of
context and sees phenomena in terms of multiple interacting
relationships between the facets of the whole.

This study also recognised the importance of seeking a
second order perspective (Marton, 1981; 1986). Essentially it
was trying to understand the phenomenon from the per-
spective of the subject rather than that of the researcher. The
voice of the reflector, therefore, constituted the data for the
study and also formed its analytic framework. Data gather-
ing processes were open-ended and semi-structured so as to
avoid, as far as possible, imposing the framework and
theories of the researchers on the reflectors.

The study used the evaluation data, gathered from the five
courses, for the wider project. For this particular part of the
project the NUDeIST database was searched for any state-
ments pertaining to reflection. The research team examined
the statements about reflection and eventually sorted them
into a number of inter-related categories. The analysis
process was initially conducted individually. Outcomes were
brought back for comparison and group discussion, through
which consensus was reached on the constructs and
categories of significance and the next stage in refining the
analysis.

The researchers started the analysis procedures by reading
the written and verbal descriptions of students’ reflective
learning experiences so that a general understanding of their
meaning could be obtained. The significant statements or
textual units regarding the affective responses were extracted
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from the data. Individual researchers then continued to
formulate the meanings from the statements and establish the
formulated meanings into a set of main themes.

The researchers met and discussed the preliminary con-
clusions after they had completed the formulation of theme
clusters. Whenever there was inconsistency among the clus-
tering, each researcher’s opinion was brought to discussion
with reference to students’ original narratives. At this stage,
some of the theme clusters were collapsed and re-devised.

Ethical issues

There were a number of ethical issues which the projects had
to address. The first was that of introducing innovations into
a teaching programme. For one project the introduction of
learning contracts was a voluntary affair. Both students and
clinical educators were perfectly free to choose whether or
not to participate in the venture. The voluntary nature of the
innovation was largely adopted because of the difficulties of
introducing learning contracts within each of the centres
where students were allocated for clinical placements.

All other initiatives were introduced across a course for all
enrolled students. The innovation was treated in the same
way as any other course or curriculum development. Where
necessary, approval was obtained from the relevant course
committee for the original teaching plan or any subsequent
modifications to it. We see the efforts to improve teaching
and learning within the programmes, as ethical as any other
curriculum development process, and in fact see it as un-
ethical not to try to enhance the quality of learning and

-teaching.

Introducing innovations across a course, following insti-
tutional course planning procedures, is consistent with an
action research approach. It also avoids the ethical and
practical issues which arise if an innovation is trialled with
part of a student cohort on either a voluntary basis or fol-
lowing some sampling design. The main ethical issue here is
whether experiment or control groups are disadvantaged by
receiving differing forms of instruction. There are also
numerous practical problems, such as ensuring compar-
ability, separating the groups, controlling contextual vari-
ables and keeping non-experimental conditions constant
between groups (Kember, Charlesworth, Davies, McKay &
Stott, 1997).

Collection of data for evaluation purposes, though, was on
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a voluntary basis. In all cases the students were informed that
the teaching team was trying out a new curriculum endea-
vour, which aimed to promote reflective learning. It was
explained that alongside the curriculum innovation, the
teaching team would undertake research to monitor and
evaluate the effects of the new approach. The students were
then asked whether their journals could be used for analysis
and whether they were willing to be interviewed.

The level of agreement to participate was in all cases very
high. The students seemed to appreciate the efforts of their
teachers to improve the quality of their courses, so generally
saw themselves as willing participants and partners in the
venture. The fact that feedback was translated into visible
improvements definitely helped in encouraging students to
make time available to provide the information. We noticed a
distinct contrast in the students’ attitude to that towards a
compulsory student feedback questionnaire scheme which
was introduced at the same time. The requirement to com-
plete questionnaires every semester has become widely
viewed as a ritual chore because the feedback is not visibly
sought by the faculty themselves and impacts on teaching
have rarely been noticed.

The researchers also dealt carefully with potential conflicts
between assessment and the introduction of journal writing
and other innovations. In some cases the journals made no
contribution to the students’ grades.

The nursing course is used as an illustration of how the
issue was handled when journal writing was assessed. Initial
journals were not graded for assessment. These journals were
mainly used as documentation of learning progress, so that
students themselves could review their own learning, and
share the learning with peers and teachers. The final paper
submitted at the end of the semester was graded. The grading
criteria were based on the student’s progress, their ability to
critically analyse the issues and their fulfilment of general
academic expectations such as clear expression of thoughts
and correct referencing of material.

The students were reassured that the grades they attained
would not be associated with the outcomes of any use of the
journals for evaluation purposes within the research project.
Such an association was in fact not possible since the grades
were submitted at the end of the academic year, before the
research team even examined the journals seriously. The
students were also assured that confidentiality and anony-
mity of individual identity would be protected. Participation
in the study was voluntary. Students had the right to ask not
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to be included in the study and their journals would then not
be included in the analysis. These students would not be
penalised in any way. All students agreed to contribute their
journals to the research.

The research setting and the courses examined

To understand the context of the study, it is necessary to
provide some background regarding recent associated
developments within the university and the public healthcare
system. These developments have reflected on the courses
included in the study, the details and teaching formats of
which are given. Each of the five courses is offered for the
development of professionals for allied healthcare fields.
Each of the programmes contains an element of professional
clinical practice.

The university was first established as a technical college
and was upgraded to polytechnic status in 1972. The
majority of programmes offered by the polytechnic were
vocational in nature and largely followed the technical-
rational model described by Schon (1987). The model was
evident in that programmes largely followed a behavioural
objectives approach. This format aims to describe all learning
outcomes for a course or programme. Teaching focuses
entirely on directly measurable goals with a consequent loss
of spontaneity, and instead promotes a mechanical, peda-
gogical format. Atkin as early as 1968 described the danger
in this format as leading to lost opportunities when the tea-
cher’s attention is focused on a few behavioural goals that
provide limits to the range and context of learning. Fish,
Twinn and Purr (1990) contend that in the technical-rational
model, professional expertise was considered a less presti-
gious element of programmes where professional status was
defined in terms of theoretical or ‘intellectual’ knowledge
assessed by formal examinations.

Professional practical expertise was relegated to separate
assessment by practical examination. This was evident in
programmes offered by the polytechnic in the manner in
which clinical practice was managed compared to the related
theoretical components, the lack of resources provided by the
polytechnic and the level or lack of responsibility assumed by
the clinical departments.

During the late 1980s the number of undergraduate and
postgraduate degrees being offered by the polytechnic
increased significantly and the institution started the
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development towards attaining university status. A part of
this move included increased levels of internal quality
assurance that placed a greater emphasis on the quality of
teaching and learning. The programmes included here were
developed or upgraded as a result of this progress. They were
then validated in the period immediately preceding the
institution being granted university, and consequently self
accreditation status, in late 1994.

Parallel to the developments in the tertiary sector, the
public healthcare system also went through a period of
considerable change. Prior to 1990, the government con-
trolled the public healthcare system but in December of that
year the Hospital Authority was established to manage all
public hospitals in Hong Kong. A major development with
this change, was the commitment of the Hospital Authority
to developing a patient-centred healthcare system.

Fish, Twinn and Purr (1990) discuss the situation where
professionalism has, in the past, been used as the excuse for
clinging to unquestioned tradition, routine and repetitive
practice. The description resonates in this study’s setting both
in the education and practice of healthcare professionals. The
initiative taken with the setting up of the Hospital Authority
and the developmental changes at the university have
encouraged the shift towards the goal of developing
insightful practice, professional judgement and continuous
refinement of practice. This has influenced and strengthened
the need to develop student-centred learning, with an
emphasis on developing reflective practitioners.

The reflective practitioner model of education, Fish, Twinn
and Purr (1990) suggest, encourages the notion of reflection
beyond that of critical self-appraisal and problem solving,
and necessitates the creation of a learning environment that
in all parts encourages a way of learning through practice.
Within the reflective practitioner model it is important to
develop the student’s ability to understand and appreciate the
concept of artistry which allows competent professionals to
handle the indeterminate areas of practice (Schon, 1987).
This ‘artistry’ is more than the knowledge, skills and
attitudes considered important for a professional group; it
must also include the knowing-in-practice that allows
professionals to make sense of individual practice situations
(Fish, Twinn and Purr, 1990).

The remainder of this chapter gives more specific details
about the five courses examined in this study. These courses
are summarized in Table 2.1. The term ‘course’ is, of
necessity, used rather loosely. The first two courses referred
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to below are discrete ones within a degree programme. The
remainder refer to elements within degree programmes,
mainly associated with the clinical practice component,
though not necessarily constituting a specific course in the
university handbook.

Post-experience nurses

The research was introduced among the first year students of
the part-time post-registration degree programme. A subject
Nursing I: Basic and Dynamics adopted the reflection-in-
action approach intended to promote awareness and critical
analysis of professional issues among the students. The stu-
dents were experienced registered nurses with an average of
nine years of clinical experience in various fields, bringing
with this experience a reservoir for reflective learning.

Clinical educators

A course for clinical educators was mounted using a reflec-
tive teaching and learning approach. The 14-week clinical
educators’ course entitled, Clinical Education Techniques,
followed a specific syllabus, set of objectives and assessment.
To cover the syllabus, appropriate handouts and reading
materials were provided for each section to be covered. The
participants were asked to keep a reflective journal, to write
something about a subject of interest from their reading or
from their daily work experiences which was relevant to both
clinical education and the topics covered in the syllabus.
They were requested to report back to the group at least one
item from their reflective journals each week. This course has
now been offered four times. :

Physiotherapy undergraduate students

Third year physiotherapy students were prepared for reflec-
tion during clinical placements through class discussions.
The discussion was centred on how to develop reflective
strategies which would promote critical thinking and clinical
reasoning. However the plan for keeping reflective diaries
raised little interest among the students. The main reason
given was that it was too time-consuming. Discussion with
the few interested clinical educators and lecturers concluded
with a modification to ‘pure’ journal writing. Reflection on
the learning-teaching process could use learning contracts as
the basis for reflective learning. The clinical educators and
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lecturers were all involved in this tripartite approach. During
clinical placements, the students drew up learning contracts
and discussed them with the clinical educators. Throughout
the placement, the three parties concerned reflected on the
progress of the learning contracts in the form of tape
recordings.

Radiography undergraduate students

The groups taking part were second year BSc students.
Reflective practice is encouraged as one of the measures to
ensure students receive an academically challenging and
vocationally relevant education, in line with the stated pro-
gramme aims, and so a student centred learning approach is
encouraged.

Clinical blocks follow distinct periods of theoretical
development at the university and the placements a student
will attend during each block are directly related to the the-
ory that has been covered. The first phase of the intervention
was aimed at encouraging students to reflect on the progress
they were making in the clinical setting. The second phase
focused on an academic subject and was aimed at encoura-
ging students to reflect upon, and use their clinical experience
to develop understanding of issues relating to patient
management.

Occupational therapy undergraduate students

The study centred on the first year students of the BSc degree
in occupational therapy. Students undertaking the subject
Introduction to Occupational Therapy were required to
write reflective journal entries about class activities and
clinical visits engaged in during their first semester on the
course. Learning activities were utilised to facilitate students
to develop a professional attitude and to understand the
underlying concepts and principles of occupational therapy.
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Chapter 3
The action research process

Frances Kam Yuet Wong, Alice Yuen Loke and
Marian Wai Lin Wong

Introduction

This chapter discusses the experience of promoting reflective
practitioners in nursing, using the action research approach.
Although the group of students were nurses, the principles
generated from the action research can be applied across
different settings, particularly in the education of healthcare
professionals.

The notion of promoting reflection as a learning strategy
was introduced to a group of nursing students who were
returning to university to study for a degree. As mature part-
time students they would all have developed a significant
experience base and were currently working as nurses. The
subject involved was Nursing: Basics and Dynamics, the aim
of which was to facilitate the re-examination by students of
the value of nursing in the changing healthcare environment.
It was thought that this aim might not be easy to achieve
because these students were experienced nurses who were
usually considered to possess a preconceived set of values
about the profession. However, their experiences provided a
rich resource for further learning. A search of the literature
indicated that reflection embodied particular features that
appeared to be useful in helping address the course aim, and
also that reflection is regarded as a valuable learning strategy
in the education of health professionals.

It was found that first, reflection enhances the integration
of theory and practice (Leino-Kilpi, 1990; Saylor, 1990;
Atkins & Murphy, 1993; McCaugherty, 1991a; Snowball,
Ross & Murphy, 1994). Second, it helps the students to
examine alternative ways in dealing with problems; and
third, it facilitates a re-visitation by students of their experi-
ence and a viewing of the world in a different perspective
(Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; Mezirow & Associates,
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1990; Wong, Kember, Cheung & Yan, 1995). These learning
outcomes are of particular importance to the education of
professionals because the real-world practice that the prac-
titioners encounter each day is dynamic and varied. The
practitioners need to take account of the contextual variables
in each human interaction and come up with clinical solu-
tions that suit individual client needs (Argyris, Putman &
Smith, 1985; Schon, 1987). It was felt that reflection would
help students achieve a higher level of learning.

However, reflection was a new concept to both the
teaching team and the students. A number of questions
emerged as the curriculum was being planned. These
included:

e What are the best strategies to facilitate reflective learning
and teaching?

e How should reflective learning be monitored?

e How do the teaching team know that the strategies are
effective?

To address these questions, we considered both the con-
ventional research approach and the action research
approach. The conventional research approach normally
involves the comparison of two groups: the group under-
going reflective learning and the group receiving regular
teaching. The effects of learning are then evaluated at pre-
specified points of time. We found this approach to be
somewhat mechanical and the division of the class into two
groups defeated the original teaching goal of promoting
reflective learning. There was enough literature suggesting
that reflective learning was a commendable strategy to pre-
pare practitioners who could deal with the reality. We were
not interested in comparing the effects of reflective and non-
reflective learning but were rather eager to explore the best
ways to facilitate reflective learning. We then decided to
adopt an action research approach to tackle the issues at
hand, i.e. how to effectively facilitate reflective learning, and
how to monitor and improve the teaching-learning process.
The obvious starting point of the endeavour was to deter-
mine what action research involved.

What is action research?

The definition provided by Kemmis & McTaggart (1982,
p.S) proved to be a rather useful guide. They stated that:



The action research process 47

‘Action research is a form of collective self-reflective
inquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in
order to improve the rationality and justice of their own
social or educational practices, as well as their under-
standing of these practices and the situations in which these
practices are carried out.’

Kemmis & McTaggart further elaborated that action
research is composed of a series of cycles. Each of the cycles
consists of a spiral of steps which include planning, action,
the evaluation of and reflection upon the outcome of the
action.

The logic governing action research, resembles that of
reflection. Schartz (1993) argued that action research is not
merely a method but a way of reflection on teaching which
creates an inquiry culture in education. Action research is a
conscious and deliberate approach to analyse information in
the practice situation. It should ultimately lead to strategic
action based upon the rational analysis of the results (Tripp,
1990). Learning and improvements to the existing situations
occur through the iterative or cyclical processes (Kember &
Kelly, 1993). In the education setting, action research is a
‘researching while teaching approach’ (Schartz, 1993).
Teachers research the teaching situation, and improve
teaching and learning based upon the information collected
from the research process. Action research is a method of
inquiry, which can help to bridge the gap between theory,
research and practice in education (Holter & Schwartz-
Barcott, 1993).

Preparation for the action research

The action research took place with the first year students of
the post-registration degree programme at the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University. After studying the literature, we
decided that an action research strategy was the appropriate
approach for us to monitor our teaching initiative and to
improve upon the process as we progressed. Before the start
of the academic year, the teaching team met several times to
formulate the teaching plan and the learning strategies for the
subject. Journal writing and dialogue were employed as the
essential learning activities because, as demonstrated in the
literature, these learning approaches are conducive to
reflective learning. Journal writing can stimulate thinking
(Richardson & Maltby, 1995) and it also encourages the
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elaboration of the thinking process through words (Yinger &
Clark, 1981), while dialogue facilitates reflective conversa-
tion among students (Saylor, 1990). For the teachers, journal
writing is a useful document to monitor the presence or
absence of reflective thinking among students (Wong, Kem-
ber, Chung &Yan, 1995).

The mechanism for monitoring the action research project
was also developed before the actual implementation of the
subject. We decided to collect data from different sources,
which included observations, interviews, student journals
and teacher reflection, and to take notes on the observation
made during the student dialogue sessions. The aim was to
document the progress of student learning. Plans were made
to interview a number of students during and at the end of
the semester to explore their interpretation and practice of
reflection as well as suggestions for further curriculum
development. Independent research assistants who were not
part of the teaching team were to conduct the interviews.
This arrangement aimed at facilitating free expression by the
students in the interviews.

The students were scheduled to submit four journals and a
final reflective paper four to six weeks apart throughout the
academic year. Dialogue sessions were arranged on the same
day as the journals were due. The students could then share
their journals with each other. The interim journals were not
graded but students needed to submit a final reflective paper
at the end of the academic year as part of the assessment. We
would read the reflective papers and monitor the develop-
ment of reflective learning of the individual students. We held
weekly meetings to discuss the progress of the students and
the information collected from observations, journals and
interviews. As a result, we could modify our plans to address
students’ learning needs without having to wait until the end
of the academic year which is usually too late to make
changes.

The process of the action research

At the beginning of the action research, we believed that our
plan was well conceived and a major change to the curricu-
lum plan seemed not necessary. As we implemented the plan,
collected information and progress was evaluated and
reflected upon, it was found that the students were not
responding well to the learning arrangement especially at the
beginning of the academic year. They seemed to have diffi-
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culty in mastering the essence of reflective learning. We felt
that it was necessary to make major changes to the original
plan. The process included going through three cycles of the
plan-action-evaluation-reflection action research spiral. The
duration of each cycle happened to be evenly distributed
throughout the year, each lasting about eight weeks. Table
3.1 provides a synopsis of the process. Details of each of the
cycles are presented in the following sections.

Table 3.1 Cycles of the action research process.

Teachers’ revised plan
of teaching

Observation of student’s
reflective learning

First cycle

Second cycle

Third cycle

e reinforce the use of work
episodes for reflection
focusing on one theme

e use combined group
dialogue instead of small
group dialogue to stimulate
ideas

e arrange discussion of
exemplar cases from their
students’ own discussion
groups

e teachers to work through
the reflective process with
students

e very descriptive journals

o little development of
perspectives

e weak integration of
knowledge and practice

e students expressed boredom
in dialogue session and
journal writing

e sought direction and
stimulation

e combined group dialogue
provided students with
opportunities to review and
organise thoughts and
insights

e some students took a
broader perspective in
viewing the issues, and were
able to identify different
factors affecting the issue

e theory-practice gap still
prevailed

e students began to have a
better appreciation of what
reflection meant

e seemed to have gained
confidence in validating
their own reflective process

The first cycle

In the first cycle, the students underwent three small group
dialogue sessions and submitted two journals. The journals
submitted at this stage were descriptive and demonstrated
little development of reflection, the students failing to capture
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their work experiences and reflect upon them. Very often,
they just wrote a superficial account of a clinical incident.
Some students made an effort to search related literature but
they were not able to utilise it to shed light on their practical
encounters. It was observed in the dialogue sessions that the
students were repeating themes and they expressed boredom
in the discussion. They were searching for direction and sti-
mulation. The students interviewed at this stage said that
they did not feel the course was helping them to learn. There
were demands for clearer guidelines and model answers to
follow in writing the journals. One student said in the
interview:

‘I found that writing the journals were very difficult.
Maybe I am still not familiar with the learning style in
tertiary education. Lecturers gave us some very simple
guidelines. We didn’t have any idea on the content ... it is
impossible for us if the lecturers do not give us more
standard guidelines. It would be better to get more mate-
rials from past students.’

The second cycle

The second cycle began when the teachers reflected upon the
students’ learning development in the first cycle. The teachers
identified the need to foster reflective learning among stu-
dents with alternative strategies. Students were reminded to
make better use of their daily work encounters for reflection.
The small discussion groups were brought together in a large
peer group discussion to stimulate thoughts and generate
richer discussion. This arrangement seemed to achieve two
outcomes. First, students had the opportunity to consolidate
their previous discussions and to re-organise their ideas so
that they could present their thoughts clearly to classmates.
Second, the large class took an outsider perspective and could
offer opinions which were different from the small group. In
the interview, when asked about the impact of this inter-
group discussion, students said that they had new ideas after
hearing comments from classmates.

Some students were stimulated to re-examine their past
clinical practice, as one student elaborated during an inter-
view in the second cycle:

‘In the past, I spent a lot of time taking notes without any
time to think about it. I regarded what the teacher told us
as absolute truth because s/he was an expert. But after I
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had learned to reflect, I began to reflect on what our lec-
turer told us. For example, I used to report to the doctor
when a patient complained of pain. Now I’ll examine him
first. It’s different from my usual practice. I used to report
to my senior or doctor and then I wrote it down on the
records. Now I begin to ask why our lecturers taught us to
do so. I ask myself what kind of treatment did the doctor
give? Did the doctor give the right treatment to the
patient?’

Although the students began to use their real life clinical
experiences in the learning process, the analysis was not
critical enough. The teachers observed that there was a
common phenomenon, which we called the ‘bikini phe-
nomenon’. The students would write about a clinical incident
in relation to the professional theme and then they would
follow this by writing what should be done as suggested in
the textbook. The descriptions were presented as two distinct
pieces of discussion. The students were not able to identify
the crux of the matter, or to use the literature to help support
their points of view when exploring an issue. For instance, a
student would write about a non-compliant patient, sug-
gesting that the non-compliant health behaviour might be a
consequence of the psychological and social states of the
patient. The student, in the same journal, ended with an
authoritative declaration emphasising the importance of the
nurse’s role in health education to promote health beha-
viours. This is a typical case of the bikini phenomenon when
the students failed to relate the practical incident to textbook
knowledge. The effect of health education on the compliance
of health behaviour obviously needed to be tested but the
relationship between the two was taken for granted by the
student. Although the student suggested that the non-
compliant behaviour was related to multiple factors, she
unfortunately failed to question the absolute value of health
education. The teaching team felt that there was a need to
introduce further measures to help students be more critical
in their reflection.

The third cycle

In the third cycle, the teachers chose some of the exemplars
for discussion with the students from case histories. These
cases were selected from the student members who demon-
strated reflection. There were one or two such students in
each group of eight. The selected students would work
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through the cases with their peers and explain the reflective
process involved. The students began to have a better
appreciation of what reflection meant and gained confidence
in validating their own reflective process. A student gave the
following account in an interview when asked about the
effect of group dialogue:

‘Small group discussion helped me a lot. They [other
classmates] are from different hospitals, different wards.
Sometimes, they talked about their experiences, which I
have never heard before. They shared their experiences and
practices. I can remind myself what to do when I face
similar situations. Reflective learning is like a light bulb in
my mind; it will switch on suddenly.’

The students acknowledged that the combination of group
discussion and journal writing helped them compare differ-
ent viewpoints and repeatedly think through situations. The
outcome of critical reflection often resulted in a transformed
perspective and action. One student said:

‘I used to treat patients from a nurse’s point of view.
Sometimes it was quite routine and institutionalised. In fact
individual care has always been mentioned but we used to
do work for our own convenience. Now we try to meet the
patient’s need. For example, I once saw my senior directly
condemn those mothers as lazy who were unwilling to do
postnatal exercises. At the time I didn’t think there was
anything wrong with the senior nurse. But now I realise
that it was a personal attack. After I took this course I
realised that every person has his/her own character and
we have to respect individual choices. We need to tell the
patients the possible outcomes without too much personal
prejudice, and let the patients themselves choose.’

At the end of the subject, we classified the students’ jour-
nals into three categories using the coding scheme suggested
by Wong, Kember, Chung & Yan (1995) which is actually a
preliminary model developed from the Mezirow & Associ-
ates (1990) model. Simply put, there were three categories,
the non-reflectors, reflectors and critical reflectors. The non-
reflectors were those who were very descriptive in their
journals and made no effort to integrate prior knowledge
with new appreciation. The reflectors were those who could
identify relationships between prior knowledge and new
knowledge and arrive at insights. The critical reflectors were
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those who constantly referred to their practical experience,
validated the taken-for-granted assumptions and were able
to attain transformation of perspective.

About two-thirds of the students achieved some outcome
from reflective learning. There were still one-third of the
students who were not classed as reflectors. These students
still passed the subject because, according to the traditional
academic view, they provided evidence of satisfactory
learning, for example many of these students had submitted a
reasonable literature review on the topic. However they
failed to personalise their learning through reflection. These
students usually maintained their original worldview, and
seldom questioned the points of view presented in the text-
book. They regarded the textbook as a source of authority.

It is not surprising to see that about one-third of the stu-
dents were regarded as non-reflectors despite all the efforts
made to foster reflection. Reflection involves the students in
making conceptual changes. It meant that the students
needed to conceptualise the world in a different way. In doing
so, they needed to challenge the routine and taken-for-
granted practices. It was not easy, particularly for the
students in this study who were all experienced nurses. The
attempt to change one’s deeply held values through the
educational process requires continuous effort. The effects of
an attempt in just one subject (as was the case in this study) to
contribute to the continuing development of the students, are
not always seen immediately.

Learning from the action research

This action research project has contributed to improvement
both in the educational process and in the learning outcomes.
The process of the action research itself has fostered in tea-
chers their own development as researchers and reflective
teachers. The project demonstrates how a new concept in
teaching and learning can be introduced. The experiences
show clearly that initial plans rarely work precisely as
expected and therefore there is need for evaluation and
refinement.

Teachers as researchers and reflective practitioners

With the advances in learning technology, the role of the
teacher is undergoing rapid change. Teachers cannot survive
by simply being agents for the transmission of knowledge. A



54

Chapter 3

vast amount of information is now available in different
modes such as books, electronic media and world wide web
sites. Teachers are perhaps gradually becoming the least
effective and least efficient instruments in delivering infor-
mation. Teachers today are required to be facilitators of a
conducive learning environment and not just to be seen in the
traditional role of transferring knowledge to students. They
must function as engineers of curriculum construction and
facilitators of a learning environment that is responsive to the
dynamics of students’ needs. The new generation of teachers
are those who are willing to introduce innovative measures of
learning and teaching and be challenged to help students
achieve higher levels of learning. In the process of imple-
menting these new measures, teachers need to monitor and
evaluate the process, and make improvements based on
evidence. In this respect, innovative teachers will benefit from
being researchers as well. At the same time, the teachers need
to be reflective so that they can modify the curriculum in light
of the students’ responses.

The experience in this action research project is that not
only have students learned from the subject, but we also have
learned from a project in which the students have played a
key role. Close monitoring of the students’ progress in
reflective learning was important so that appropriate mea-
sures could be introduced immediately. In this situation,
teachers need to engage in reflection as vigorously as we
would require of the students. Having certain attitudes, as
revealed by Dewey (1933), was essential to students and
teachers alike if they were to get the most out of the reflective
learning and teaching experience. These attitudes include
open mindedness, a sense of responsibility and a whole-
hearted approach.

e Open-mindedness is an active desire to give consideration
to the facts from whatever source they originate and to
give full attention to alternative possibilities. Individuals
who have an open mind are willing to question their own
VIEWS.

e Being responsible is a desire to synthesise diverse ideas, to
make sense out of apparent non-sense and to apply
information in the desired direction.

e Wholeheartedness gives individuals the internal strength
necessary for genuine reflection. It enables the individuals
to work through their fears of making mistakes and
insecurities of being criticised. It gives one the courage to
analyse and evaluate the experience and oneself.
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These three attitudes existed among reflective students and
were particularly prominent among the critical reflectors.
Being equipped with these attitudes was of value when
attempting to make the action research a fruitful experience.

Promoting the concept of reflection in learning

When we first planned to introduce the concept of reflective
learning in the curriculum, we were not certain if the plans
would work, although we were optimistic. However, our
optimism did not last long. A few weeks after the start of the
term, the students expressed insecurity in their learning and
were demanding prescriptive guidelines in writing the jour-
nals. We acknowledged the anxiety of the students and
searched for ways to help them. There were no prescriptive
ways to achieve reflective learning since the manner of
developing reflective learning is unique to the person. The
students can only learn from the world that is constructed
and re-constructed by them. A re-conceptualisation of the
world does not come from the objective world but rather
from the subjective self interacting with the world.

For instance, nurses often regard one of their key roles to
be health educators. One student at the beginning of her
journal was very confident about her influence on patients’
health behaviours through her strategic use of health
education. In her subsequent journals, she realised that the
clients had their own traditional cultural beliefs of health and
illness. At the same time, the nurse’s perceptions of health
and illness were also influenced by his/her cultural back-
ground. The difference between nurses and the patients is
that in their professional preparation, nurses are socialised in
the ways of western medicine. This student appeared to be
very authoritative in her first journal when she asserted that
nurses should educate the clients to conform to a prescribed
set of health behaviours. Only after a series of reflective
journal writings and dialogues did she recognise that nurses
and clients should be mutually engaged in the identification
of health goals since health behaviours are governed by
contextual variables outside of the health education envir-
onment.

This example demonstrates that the attainment of reflec-
tive learning is developmental. It needs the teacher’s guidance
throughout the learning process. The action research process
provides the teacher with the opportunity to continuously
examine his/her own practice as well as that of the students’
responses before making appropriate changes. This is
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different from conventional teaching when students will
usually only learn about the achievement of their learning
outcomes at the end of the academic year when it is too late
to make changes.

Conclusion

Action research is an effective strategy to engage in new
teaching approaches and to monitor their effects. It is
designed specifically to bridge the gap between theory,
research and practice. Action research incorporates both
humanistic and naturalistic scientific methods (Holter &
Schwartz-Barcott, 1993). It provides evidence to guide
practice and support good practices. However, it is different
from the conventional paradigm of research as it concerns
doing research with, rather than on people. It is a co-
operative effort between teachers and students to chart new
paths in education. Since action research is a collaborative
effort, it demands the participation and commitment of all
involved. At the same time, there is a strong sense of own-
ership by members of the project but this also implies the
involvement of considerable time and energy. Individuals
who undertake action research need to be prepared for the
amount of human resources required. The teachers need to
be directly involved; they cannot be replaced by others, such
as research assistants, who are not part of the teaching team.
Another key element in the action research approach con-
cerns the personal and interpersonal skills of the teachers/
researchers (Meyer, 1993).

The ultimate goal of action research is to improve practice.
In the educational context, it is important that both the
teachers and students benefit from the process. The con-
tinued improvement and testing of innovative measures in
teaching and learning remains a challenge to the teachers in
the twenty-first century. This century will see a continuation
in the explosion of knowledge and advances in technology.
For teachers to succeed in this rapidly changing world, they
need to grow with the students. Such growth can be achieved
by engaging in action research that fosters in teachers their
development as researchers and reflective practitioners. The
beauty of action research is that the teacher and students
work collaboratively, exploring new approaches in teaching
and learning, and made further improvements to enhance
better learning in the future.



Chapter 4
Integrating theory and practice

Jan McKay

Introduction

This chapter discusses an intervention that was aimed at
encouraging radiography students to take greater responsi-
bility both for their learning and their understanding of the
relationship between theoretical learning and its application
in clinical placements.

Traditionally, the predominant model of professional
education has been that described by Schon (1983) as
‘technical rationality’ which emphasises the teaching of
technical expertise and systematic procedures. This is the
model which, until relatively recently, has predominated in
radiography education. Periods of theoretical learning,
mainly the transmission of theory through lectures, would be
followed by a clinical placement. Frequently, little or no
effort was made to link theory with clinical practice.

When the radiography programme at the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University was upgraded from diploma to
undergraduate degree, the programme team determined to
develop the teaching and clinical programme so that it was
student centred. The pattern of development of individual
courses is now very different from the traditional structure
described above. The number of lectures has been reduced
and the use of practical/laboratory and tutorial classes widely
developed. Material within subject areas has been rationa-
lised so that students can expect to undertake background
reading for specified topics where the learning is factual and
well explained in texts. The development of courses
throughout the programme is designed to encourage inte-
gration between courses and years in the programme. An
effort has been made to make the style of teaching/learning
relevant to the intended outcomes. The aim has been to
develop a graduate who can be regarded as an ‘advanced
beginner’ according to the model suggested by Benner
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(1984), i.e. someone who can demonstrate marginally
acceptable clinical performance having coped with real
situations or had them pointed out by a mentor. At the same
time they are expected to have developed the independent
learning skills required to remain current within a rapidly
evolving profession.

The intervention comprised two phases, each consisting of
two cycles of action. The inter-relationship between the
cycles is illustrated in Table 4.1. The participants were sec-
ond year students who already had some clinical experience.
Clinical education placements were included as discrete
blocks throughout the programme, designed to provide
students with actual experience in the areas they had been
developing in their theoretical courses.

Encouraging students to acknowledge their own progress —
Phase A

The aim of the first phase was to encourage students to
become more aware of, and to reflect upon, the progress they
were making in their clinical placements in terms of meeting
the objectives set for the current block of clinical experience.

Table 4.1 The inter-relationship between the cycles in the programme

Phase/action Form of intervention Changes incorporated for

cycle next cycle

Phase A Students provided with structured Format of journal

Cycle one reflective journal for reviewing and restructured to provide a
reflecting on progress in meeting more open response from
clinical experience objectives students

Cycle two Students provided with revised, semi-  Clinical experience used
structured reflective journal for to inform class room

reviewing and reflecting on progress in learning
meeting clinical experience objectives

Phase B Students encouraged to keep reflective Contributions mainly
Cycle three  journal and use clinical experience to  voluntary but students
inform tutorial discussions. could be selected if

Contributions to discussion voluntary. response was low, and/or
they had not contributed
previously.

Cycle four Students encouraged to keep reflective
journal and use clinical experience to
inform tutorial discussions, as for cycle
three.
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Cycle one

The students were asked to keep a structured, reflective
journal. Prior to the start of the next clinical block they were
encouraged to review the Clinical Studies objectives for the
two blocks they had already attended and write in their
journal the degree to which they felt they had met the
objectives. Areas of accomplishment were to be noted as well
as areas they believed required further refinement. They were
then asked to review the objectives for the coming clinical
block (incorporating two or three placements), make notes
about what they would like to achieve from it and to set a
goal for each placement they attended.

Rather than stimulating reflection, the provision of
objectives reduced most of the students to ticking objectives
met and making brief comments on others. A typical, list-like
response was given as:

‘Objectives not yet achieved:

(1) Arrangement of patient for changing of clothing

(2) Management of children when crying

(3) Setting of exposure factor

(4) Decision of examination according to information on
request form’

Cycle two

Reflection on the first round led to revisions being made to
the reflective journals for the second round. The journals
were divided into sections. Students were asked first of all to
review their previous experience in light of the current clin-
ical objectives, then to state what progress they would like to
achieve during the course of the clinical block. They then set
their own specific objectives and reviewed progress for each
individual placement. Finally they made an assessment of
overall progress at the completion of the block. The follow-
ing quotation is typical of those produced from this revised
arrangement and clearly shows an advance on the quote
given following the first cycle.

‘Another problem which is annoying me is exposure fac-
tors, I am still not able to grasp the setting of the exposure
accurately. I sometimes feel confused about the effect of
KVp and mAs on photographic qualities. The unique
means to solve the problem is to be clear about the concept
of KVp and mAs on film quality. This can be attained by
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getting more experience. Lastly, as the criteria for a pas-
sable film is very subjective, I am not clear whether a film is
correctly exposed sometimes.’

Experience from the two cycles of action suggests that an
over-structured journal format, as provided for the first
cycle, is likely to stifle individual reflection and lead to
stereotypic responses. The provision of one or two headings
for the second cycle has led to a more reflective response from
the students. In a situation such as this where the students
were required to reflect on specific topics, a semi-structured
format seems to serve a useful purpose.

Programme developments from the first two cycles —
outcomes from Phase A

Following these two cycles, with students engaging in and
recording individual reflective analyses, it was felt that the
separation of the reflective exercise from the more formal
clinical assignments reduced the students’ concentration on
the reflection exercise. Rather than make the reflection
exercise additional to the clinical assignments, it was agreed
to reformulate the assignments to include more clearly the
reflective process.

Reformulating assessments

The first of three major stages of clinical experience was
regarded as being the most structured in that it required
students to identify discrete areas of information and seemed
not to encourage reflective learning. The assignments now
require the students to discuss their own ability to perform
and assess the outcomes for the examinations and procedures
they are analysing.

The second stage required students to produce clinical case
studies for each area of clinical experience. Students report
on, and discuss, a case that differs for some reason from the
normal department procedure. At the third stage the students
make a comprehensive analysis of two clinical settings they
attend, including their own strengths and weaknesses within
the team. These two stages allow students to be more
reflective and to integrate and apply learning in the manner
desired.
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Student feedback

When students return to the university after a period of
clinical experience, the initial tutorial period for the related
professional course is used for students to raise and discuss
issues relating to their recent clinical experience. The clinical
assignments are used as a basis for the discussion, and they
are encouraged to explore perceived differences between
their theoretical learning and clinical experience.

The tutorial discussions are considered to be important for
providing an avenue whereby students can raise issues that
they may consider will detract from the assessment compo-
nent of the assignments. The question of whether to assess
students’ reflections is a vexing one and the solution used for
this course was designed, on the one hand, to provide free-
dom for students to be able to raise issues they may feel were
too controversial to put into work for assessment. On the
other hand they could feel that they were being ‘rewarded’
for the effort taken to complete the written requirements of
the course. One student discussed the pros and cons of
assessment from the clinical assignments:

‘If marks are given, we will be more serious and more hard
working. Probably we will do more. If marks are not given,
it is not saying we do it roughly, I think we will not be so
hard working. But if marks are given, it seems to be that it
is not so good.

[Why is it not so good?]

It is because you dare not write something unusual. For
example, something which is commonly seen and some-
thing which is definitely right, and you can ensure you are
not going to get wrong. Also I think it’s not so good.

I think if marks are given, the things which can be learnt
will be less ... The scope is not so wide.’

The concern that students felt if they did not produce work
as they saw was expected from their teachers, was an
important reason for incorporating feedback tutorials.

‘In our placement, we have made modifications to our
knowledge and become more informal. A third person
might regard it as doing something wrong, but you have
actually used and applied the knowledge in practice
without being noticed. If you write this in the journal,
others might feel uneasy when they read about the
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techniques being employed. We have to write formal
techniques in our written work. The best thing is to have
some background support from academic journals.’

The introduction of clinical tutorials at the completion of a
clinical block was aimed at providing students with the
feedback that is acknowledged as being an important part of
the learning process. They were able in this context to raise
issues, or discuss experiences that they might not have
included in their written assignment for fear of compromis-
ing their grades. It allowed them to explore areas of clinical
experience that they might not have seen as being different
from, or even at odds with what they had learnt in class. This
has now been incorporated into the programme as a direct
result of the experience gained from the first phase of the
study.

Using clinical experience to inform academic development
— Phase B

During the course of this project, the regular meetings
between members of the study team were useful for
informing and prompting actions based on the discussions
within the multidisciplinary group. One-member noted dur-
ing a meeting that most of the initiatives being undertaken
were aimed at improving the use of reflective learning within
clinical settings, with students being encouraged to use their
theoretical knowledge to inform clinical experience. It was
suggested that clinical practice experience might be equally as
effective in informing the development of understanding in
the academic setting. This provided the spark for the second
initiative introduced into the radiography programme, and
composes the third cycle of action.

Cycle three

For one of the courses in the second year of the degree pro-
gramme, students are expected to develop their own under-
standing of the issues related to communication and
management of patients in the clinical setting. To encourage
reflection upon the issues being raised on the course and to
encourage integration with the clinical setting, students were
asked to keep a reflective journal.

Tutorial classes began with at least one student raising an
issue they had noted in their reflective journal. They did not
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need to raise issues which they felt were too personal but
were encouraged to indicate an item they had been reflecting
upon. The students were not selected to raise items for dis-
cussion but were encouraged to volunteer. The discussions
were very wide ranging. Not every student necessarily con-
tributed an item though they were all encouraged to express
opinions during the course of the ensuing discussion.

Reflections on clinical experience informing academic learning

At the completion of the course the students were requested
to fill out a course review form which asked for their
response to four closed questions and four open statements.
The aim was to provide feedback related to the students’
perceptions of the adequacy of the course in meeting the
stated aims and objectives. One of the open statements was: ‘I
have found keeping a reflective journal has helped/not helped
me develop my thinking in this subject/profession.’

The overall response was very positive with 41 of the 57
respondents suggesting that the reflective journal had been
useful. Seven gave no answer or were non-committal and
nine stated that they did not find it helpful.

There is evidence that students were using their clinical
experience when working on the subject, which in turn
supported their clinical understanding:

e ‘The reflection session at the beginning of the lesson can
provide a chance for us to express our feelings about
clinical experience. We can raise many ideas and thus
try to solve the problem.’

e ‘The subject made me think more about the patients’
feelings. Even though it was evaluated in the last year in
[...] subject, this year this subject made me more aware
of it.’

e ‘I know more about my patients and why they act like
that, ... it is quite interesting because we need to handle
such patients. This topic is very useful.’

When asked what aspect they had liked best about the course
students gave responses such as:

e ‘Tutorial method, the teaching method is open, all the
material (majority) comes from the student. The
students can share their encountered incidents with the
classmates and the teacher can suggest or help to
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evaluate the incident with the student. It is quite a good
way to help the student face the clinical environment.
The student interest is raised in this subject.’

e ‘Discussion section talking about our clinical experi-
ence. It is helpful to discuss patients’ response and their
psychological needs.’

e ‘Discuss and evaluate clinical situations that we have
faced in the clinical placements with peers and lecturers
— the reflective journals are useful, helping me to
identify the correct/incorrect aspects of the case, the
dilemma of them.’

Those who did not find the exercise useful tended to suggest
that it was a time-consuming effort, or that they did not
bother to read it:

e ‘Not helped because it is quite time consuming.’

e ‘Reflective journal has not helped me to develop my
thinking, it is because I do not know what to write
down.’

e ‘Helpless, I seldom write it and read it.

The students, in general, responded very positively to the
incorporation of the reflective journal into the class format,
with the overall feeling that they had benefited from the
experience. One interesting point was raised by a student
who noted:

‘Just like keeping a log. One day you’ll gain insight on an
issue/subject that bothers you. However, it is better to
assign at least one student to present his reflective journal
for each tutorial.’

Initially, it was planned that the contributions from the
journals should be voluntary but this student’s comment
struck a chord. Not only could students be more encouraged
to keep their journals if they knew they were going to be
called upon to raise a discussion item but they could also
provide support and encouragement for the more reticent
members in the group to contribute.

Cycle four

The second time reflective journals were used for this course,
the students were informed clearly that they were all expected
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to make a contribution at some stage, that they would be
given the option of volunteering their contribution and a
record would be kept of all those who had contributed. A
student would be selected if the response was slow, or if there
were members who had not previously contributed.

The response to the new format was interesting with only
one group out of six requiring intervention to select indivi-
duals to raise an item. Even so, when selected, the response
indicated that the student had thought about the issues pre-
sented. The group dynamics for this one group seemed not to
work as well as the others, which may be a contributing
factor. There was a concern that those who had spoken up at
an early stage may then have felt that they could relax. But
the on-going discussion as a consequence of a student’s
reflection, kept all group members in the discussion process.

There was evidence that the combination of journal
writing and discussion resulted in more effective learning
outcomes than if the two elements were discrete.

o ‘It helps when meeting the patients during the clinical
placement.’

e ‘I think it can help me to understand more about the
real situation and help my thinking in this subject.’

e ‘During the tutorial lessons, the reflective journal helps
me to analyse, evaluate and solve the problems which I
may encounter in the future. It also helps me to know
more about the actual condition/position of the
Radiodiagnostic Department.’

e ‘The students can share their encountered incidents
with their classmates, and the teacher can suggest or
help to evaluate the incidents with the students. It is
quite a good way to help the students face the clinical
environment.’

e ‘I can know more about the psychological effects in
different patients and I can know how to cope with
them.’

e ‘In the discussions I can share my ideas with others ...
to know the patient’s response to illness so that I can
know what he needs to manage him well.’

Discussion appeared to facilitate greater insights from the
journal entries both for the writer and others in the tutorial
group.
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Overview

The involvement in an action research project has provided
an appropriate framework for implementing and refining
measures which encourage students to become more reflec-
tive. It also has provided positive outcomes.

The concept of actively encouraging reflection and placing
it within the formal structure of the courses, has been
demonstrated to be an appropriate activity for strengthening
the student-centred approach to learning which the pro-
gramme aims to achieve. The use of reflection has helped
break down the traditional barriers between the theoretical
and clinical components which are a concern in professional
programmes. The students responded positively to the
method which encouraged them to use their clinical experi-
ence to inform and assist their understanding in a university-
based course. This was changed from the initial method
which provided a structured format for students to use in
reflecting upon their clinical experience. The more formal
structure appeared to have been an inhibiting factor in
providing a reflective response. The subsequent broadly
structured format provided evidence of reflection taking
place and led to the redevelopment of the formal assessment
elements associated with a period of clinical experience.

The support of the action research team led to the initia-
tion of the second direction taken. The incorporation of
reflective journals within the structure of a course, has had
positive outcomes. Students were willing to use their clinical
experience to help inform their learning on the course and
responded well in contributing topics in their respective dis-
cussion groups. Some type of demand to raise issues for
discussion seemed to have been necessary to encourage the
more reticent students but there is no indication that this
stifled reflection. Selecting a student to raise an issue when
there had not been a ready response from within the group,
appeared to make it easier for the more reticent members to
contribute, there being no evidence that they were not pre-
pared to contribute. This format is now being pursued as a
useful learning tool within other areas of the programme.

The intervention has initiated a more in-depth look at the
way in which students can be encouraged to make links
between their academic and clinical experiences. It has
resulted in a format which is more supportive for the students
and which provides a stronger framework in which they can
develop their understanding of the overall experience.

The response of the students to the interventions described
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here, once again attest to students’ positive responses when
made equal partners in their own learning process. Working
with the students, particularly on the taught course which
provides weekly tutorial contact over 14 weeks, it was clear
that they wanted to give voice to their opinions and share the
concerns and insights encountered along the way.
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The use of learning contracts

Ella Yeung, Alice Jones and Celia Webb

Introduction

The evolution of reflective learning has been an interesting
development over recent years and co-incidentally can be
seen to have paralleled the growth and maturation of the
healthcare profession. In an attempt to facilitate reflection,
learning contracts were adopted as the method of reflective
inquiry for physiotherapy students in their final year clinical
placements. The process of implementing learning contracts
requires the parties concerned to interact in order to enhance
reflective teaching and learning. This chapter discusses the
experience of using learning contracts in the promotion of
reflective learning. The importance of establishing an
appropriate  tripartite  relationship  (student—clinical
educator—university lecturer) is emphasised.

What is a learning contract?

A learning contract can be defined as an agreement about the
type of learning to be undertaken, and is usually negotiated
between two parties, such as a student and clinical educator
(Stephenson & Laycock, 1993). A mature approach to
learning in higher education was described by Knowles
(1983) as essentially a process plan that placed more com-
mitment and responsibility on the student in the teaching-
learning process. It involves students in designing their own
programmes of study, defining the criteria by which that
learning should take place, and engaging in a learning cycle
of planning, monitoring and reviewing how learning is
achieved. It should assist students to adapt their learning to
the different novel circumstances, so often encountered in
clinical practice, thereby giving them confidence in their own
ability and in working with others. However, a strong sense
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of collaboration and mutual respect is essential within the
framework of negotiated learning (Anderson, Boud &
Sampson, 1996). The agreed elements and means of
negotiating learning are the tools that enhance the clinical
reasoning process and reflective practice which in turn form
the basis of effective professional practice (Schén, 1987).

Using this approach, one must ask: How does the student
approach the learning process? A learning contract makes
explicit what, how and when learning takes place. Writing
and negotiating a learning contract is not an easy task for the
student or the educator. However, its merit is that the
responsibilities involved in professional practice-learning are
shared and more clearly defined. Therefore, negotiation or
drafting of the learning agreement must involve pro-active
responsibilities for both the educator and learner. The initial
drafting of the learning contract in itself will assist the stu-
dent to be better prepared cognitively for the type of learning
that should take place during the clinical practicum, as well
as for the demands which will be encountered during the
particular placement. Furthermore, the flexibility of this
approach allows for some re-negotiation of the agreement
during the course of the clinical practicum, as deemed
necessary through reflections on learning by one or both of
the parties concerned.

Implementation of the learning contract

In the physiotherapy undergraduate course, learning con-
tracts were introduced and students and clinical educators
encouraged to utilise this approach to learning. Feedback
from students and educators has been provided on a volun-
tary and ad hoc basis. As part of an action research
programme, a number of students and their clinical educa-
tors decided to adopt this approach and participate in a more
extensive evaluation of the learning process. This entailed
designing and negotiating the learning contract as well as
engaging in reflective evaluation by the students, clinical
educators and lecturers of the clinical teaching-learning
experiences. To clinical educators and curriculum devel-
opers, the entire exercise would indicate whether a learning
contract was a beneficial adjunct to the conventional teach-
ing-learning methods already established in healthcare edu-
cation. And despite the often highly structured clinical
environment and teaching methods, an examination of how
a more flexible approach might assist in the development of
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more independent, in-depth and reflective learning for the
students was still considered relevant. It was considered that
the same process was necessary in the development of
reflective teaching in educators.

Preparation for the implementation of this approach took
the form of sessions where the rationale for the process was
explained to, and discussed with, the students and the clinical
educators prior to the start of the first block of clinical pla-
cements in the final year of the undergraduate degree pro-
gramme. The learning and teaching approach within clinical
education was explained broadly to the students. They were
informed that the main aim of the exercise was to discover
more meaningful models or processes for improving stu-
dents’ clinical learning. It was made explicit that this action-
learning exercise would not be utilised in the assessment of
the student. The issue of assessment of a student’s perfor-
mance during the placement, however, did affect the imple-
mentation of the action plan, but this will be discussed later.

As an initial introduction and guide to the process, stu-
dents had been requested to reflect upon their performance in
the previous clinical placement. They were asked to review,
in detail, the objectives of their placements in the previous
year, record in writing those which had been satisfactorily
achieved (based on their own perceptions as well as from the
comments of clinical educators), and finally, those they
thought would require more effort before they could be
achieved. It was suggested that as a result of this exercise,
students could plan an initial draft of their learning contracts
based on the set objectives which they considered to be most
relevant to clinical learning for the forthcoming clinical
practicum. They were required to state briefly the reasons for
the selected goals, as well as the manner and time-frame by
which they could be achieved.

Reflection activity schedule

Following the review by the students of their major strengths
and weaknesses in clinical studies, they were in a position to
begin ‘negotiating’ contracts with their respective clinical
educators. The contract was to include three or four areas in
which they wished to improve by the end of the clinical
placement. During the placement, the learning objectives
could be revised following self-examination by the students
and feedback from the educators. Figure 5.1 illustrates the
learning contract used by students. Following the drafting of
the initial contract, the clinical educator and the lecturer met
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From current self evaluation, you have identified areas of:

Strengths Weaknesses

Realistic How will it’they | What assistance | Whendo | hope | Comments
goal(s) to be achieved should | to achieve it/
achieve: seek? them?

Figure 5.1 The learning contract to be used by students

with individual students to discuss and review the content of
the contract, clarifying and modifying the objectives to
achieve identified goals. They also suggested appropriate
ways in which students could be helped to overcome other
difficulties. Once agreement was reached, the decision was
made about how the student’s progress should be reviewed.

The project

Eighteen final year students from three clinical education
units, three university lecturers and two clinical educators
were involved in the first cycle of the action research project.
It was hoped that the learning contract, the reflection activ-
ities and their experiences during the clinical placement
would allow the students to become increasingly indepen-
dent and more proficient in clinical decision-making. On
completion of the first round of this action-learning plan,
some modifications were made for the second round. For
example, students and clinical supervisors discussed
achievements, problems and means for further progress at
more regular and specific intervals as determined by the
parties concerned. This action of support by the educational
providers was deemed appropriate for ensuring that the
contracts would be realistically implemented.

The tripartite relationship

During the development of the learning contract, the three
parties (clinical educator—student—lecturer, i.e. the tripartite
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relationship) met to determine strategies to assist the stu-
dent’s learning and improve areas which were identified as
weak or unsatisfactory. The students favoured such a rela-
tively informal and relaxed atmosphere for discussion. It
appeared that the focus on the implementation of learning
contracts could be shifted towards establishing a stronger
relationship between the parties rather than simply fulfilling
the objectives of the learning contract within the time
schedule.

This tripartite relationship can be viewed as a logical
and cohesive approach that brings into fruition the success-
ful education of a competent future practitioner, facili-
tated by the expertise — and based on the separate
strengths — of the clinical educator and the university tea-
cher (Jones, Yeung and Webb, 1998). The strength of the
university-based teacher lies in total involvement in, and
understanding of, the tertiary educational processes, as
well as in their interest in facilitating student learning
(Neville & Crossley, 1993). The strength of the clinical
educator, on the other hand, is in being well-equipped
with all facets of practice skills that are so crucial to profes-
sional healthcare practice. If both types of educators’ var-
ied skills complement one another in an interdependent
relationship, professional education and its corresponding
practice is better matched. Therefore, in this tripartite rela-
tionship the differences between the two education provi-
ders are complementary and of considerable benefit to
the students. The spontaneous reflections arising from
such collaborative experiences, in turn, provide opportu-
nities for the two educators to modify both their teaching
strategies and the content of their respective roles.

The following are comments from the students, lecturer
and the clinical educator, demonstrating that the tripartite
discussion provided them with a clearer learning direction,
allowed more opportunities to clarify misconceptions and
resolve differences between university and clinical teaching.
It seems that the implementation of this form of commu-
nication promotes reflective strategies in clinical learning.

e ‘I feel strongly that discussions amongst the three par-
ties were very useful. It appears to be an effective way to
convince the students that we [lecturer and clinical
educator] are keen to help them. Also it allows
opportunity to analyse with the student whether they
are heading in the right direction for clinical learning.’
(lecturer)
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e ‘After discussion with him [the student], I discover that
he actually wishes to improve his decision making and
problem solving skills instead of planning a treatment.’
(clinical educator)

e ‘It is a useful way to evaluate the progress of the stu-
dents’ performance.’ (clinical educator)

e ‘Itis a good channel for us to discuss and communicate
with the clinical educator and the lecturer.’ (student)

e ‘It is useful to evaluate the progress of the student’s
performance weekly, as regular evaluation can make
the students aware ... I think students can realise their
own weak points easier after discussing with others
especially the lecturer, the clinical educator and class-
mates.” (student)

e ‘Regular review is a nice idea for the amendment of the
learning contract.” (student)

e ‘The discussion gave me hints to reflect on my weak-
ness, especially in the way of thinking. I always put
things in my mind rather than writing down or verbally
presenting the points logically. The clinical educator
and lecturer pointed this out and suggested ways to
improve such as writing down the points logically
before taking any action. It gives me more time to think
of what I have thought about and allowed me to
eliminate many unnecessary mistakes before taking any
action.” (student)

Establishing a learning contract

In the process of arriving at a contract, the students were
given plenty of freedom. However it seemed that the students
were not comfortable with this or perhaps they were unsure
of what was required of them. They seemed to prefer a more
directive approach towards completion of the task. Often the
guidance of the educator was necessary to assist the students
to refine the learning need into specific and achievable
objectives. The following examples taken from journal
entries and tape recordings illustrate this point.

e ‘The first contracts that the students wrote were non-
specific and in general impossible to measure. They
were asked to re-write the contracts, to make them
more specific, and to set targets that would be
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measurable. The second contracts were written in such
a way that they were specific goals that were largely
measurable and obtainable within the course of place-
ment.” (lecturer)

e ‘I went through their learning contracts. They all
expressed their wish, their desire to improve, but these
were so vague. They could not identify the area that
they wanted to improve. I think they should try to do it
step by step, trying to pick out a few areas to focus on
and then set achievable goals and try to monitor the
progress.” (clinical educator)

e ‘There are so many things I want to improve on and I
am not quite sure which one is the most important. I
wonder if my concerns are in line with the clinical
educator’s. There were some technical difficulties in
setting up a contract. Clinical study is very dynamic in
nature. It is difficult to define/measure goals quantita-
tively. For example, cases can be varied from simple to
complicated. What is the evaluative parameter for
effectiveness (speed?)?’ (student)

Of importance in these examples, was the recognition that
the three parties were being stimulated to reflect at this very
first stage. Creating opportunities such as this allowed the
students to move away from being told what to do towards
more experiential learning styles. We recognised that it was
important for students to become active in the development
of more meaningful understanding of how they learned, and
so they were given opportunities to review and clarify the
contract.

Clarifying the learning contract

Parsons & Durst (1992) stated that the determining factor in
the success of the learning contract is the process of con-
tracting. The contract itself should be viewed as a dynamic
and on-going process rather than a static document. The
following quotations are typical cases demonstrating the
fine-tuning of the objectives.

e ‘The student at the beginning states the learning con-
tract. But during the placement, I may identify some
special things that I would like them to improve or the
things that students would like to improve. I think it is
necessary to add this. Take student X, as an example.
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Her objectives are very simple, but I find that there are
other aspects she should take care of. Although I do not
write it down in the contract, I will follow up this
aspect.” (clinical educator)

e ‘The learning objectives should not be written on the
first day the student arrives but when we are familiar
with each other. I then know his performance and he
knows his strength and weakness so as to develop an
appropriate learning contract. It will be more suitable.’
(clinical educator)

After drafting the learning contract and through discussion,
the student was in a position to review his/her learning needs
with the clinical educator. Analysis of the students’ weak-
nesses is no easy task. It was usually triggered by features of
the practice situation, identified on the spot and linked
immediately to action.

The following example demonstrates how critical reflec-
tion is involved in the process of clarifying the learning
contract. A student involved in the project indicated that he
had difficulty in analysing assessment findings. However, the
clinical educator recognised that the student’s inability to
analyse was due to his poor verbal instruction and his crude
assessment skills. So the clinical educator was in a position to
discuss with the student and advise him accordingly. Indeed
the observation of the student’s performance became a
stimulus for the clinical educator to reflect critically. This
student, with the guidance of the clinical educator, was able
to evaluate questions like “‘What do I already know?’; “Where
am I now?’; and ‘Where do I want to go?’

Negotiating the learning contract

The negotiation between the educators and the students
requires openness, mutual respect and trust. However, we
found that although we wanted to foster the learning climate
by using the contract, the students were hesitant to expose
their strengths and weaknesses. The contract was, after all,
outcome oriented and there was an assessment component at
the completion of the clinical placement. A few examples
from the students clearly illustrate this.

e ‘Learning contract is a good tool in finding out one’s
strength and weakness. However, mostly only the
weakness is observed rather than the strength. And I
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guess that not many students dare to state their strength
because it may be a weakness in the view of others.’

e ‘If the clinical educator is not neutral enough, or is
biased against you, after the clinical educator knows
your weakness, he will concentrate on this point during
the assessment.’

e ‘The learning contract will only work effectively if
students are honest, and this will only happen in a
situation of mutual trust, where areas of improvement
are not highlighted as weakness to be put under a
microscope for assessment. This is something that
needs to continue to be developed.’

Interestingly the clinical educators said that often they did
not adhere rigidly to the learning contract but saw it as a tool
for better communication. This feeling was shared by the
university lecturers as well as the students and led to an
intricate tripartite relationship which will be discussed later.
The discussion amongst the three parties often assisted in
identifying student weaknesses some of which they were not
aware of.

e ‘Time to focus on their [the students’] specific learning
objectives is not easy. The students have patients to
treat and my main concern tends to be assisting the
students to maximise their learning at that specific time
and it frequently does not involve any of their learning
objectives. Rather it presents learning opportunities
that I do not want the student to miss out ... If an
opportunity does arise, then obviously having read the
students learning contracts I can assist and give feed-
back on their performance in achieving that goal.’
(lecturer)

e ‘The learning contract may not be able to assist
students on all different aspects to become a competent
physiotherapist ... the student may lack insight into
their own problems and therefore be unable to identify
their problems and unable to write them down in their
learning contract.’ (clinical educator)

In some centres, modifications of the learning contract
were required after several weeks in the placement. This was
an aspect which was important for the students so that they
could set their own learning pace and be provided with
positive reinforcement when their goals were being achieved.
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By using learning contracts, the students became aware of
their own improvement and their own learning process. This
was another opportunity whereby the students could re-
examine their own progress and whether the learning
objectives were being achieved. A case study is presented in
the Appendix to this chapter to illustrate this.

Carrying out the contract

In one clinical centre, the clinical educator evaluated the
students’ objectives and rated whether they had reached their
learning target by the end of the clinical placement. The
criteria for the assessment were based on the aims of clinical
placement. The six students were also asked to judge if the
contract objectives had been achieved (see Table 5.1).

Table 5.1 Student’s and clinical educator’s perceptions of the achievement of

objectives
Student’s perception  Clinical educator’s
of the no. of perception of the no.

No. of objectives set  objectives being of objectives being

Student in the contract achieved achieved

A 4 4 3

B 3 3 3

C S S 4

D 4 2 3

E 3 — 1

F 4 2 3

While this table gives very little information about the
reflection of the learning experiences, it does provide us with
some insight into the achievement of the goals set. The
learning contract seems to be an effective teaching/learning
strategy when the educators and the students are committed
to achieving the objectives by the end of the placement.

As discussed earlier, the process of formulating, clarifying
and negotiating the contract allowed the students to reflect
upon their own clinical learning in a' different way. Com-
ments such as the following were made:

e ‘We really recognise our problems through thinking . ..’

e ‘... good channel for us to discuss with the clinical
educator and the lecturer.’

e ‘It is a good way to reflect on one’s strength and
weakness so as to enhance one’s learning.’
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e ‘... know the problem and tackle it exactly.’
e ‘... allow the students to think the problem closely.’

e ‘I think students can realise their own weak parts easier
after discussing with others especially the lecturers, the
clinical educator, classmates etc.’

e ‘It’s useful to evaluate the progress of the student’s
performance weekly as regular evaluation can make the
students aware.’

In general the students involved found the learning con-
tract useful if it was used properly. The learning contract
allowed them to think about the learning stage they were at
and helped them set further targets to achieve.

Evaluation

In healthcare professional training, emphasis is placed on
clinical practice which offers an ideal applied learning
environment. The therapist must be able to identify the
problems of the patient, propose and execute solutions, with
continuous evaluation of the effectiveness of the management
procedure. Students therefore should be trained to question
the assumptions underlying their practice by being moti-
vated, and by analysing and channelling their enthusiasm, as
well as by keeping informed of the developments in the
profession. In order to assist students to reap the most ben-
efits from clinical practice experiences, educators should
evaluate the process and benefits of learning approaches
which are different from the traditional technical acquisition
of practice skill. It is no longer possible to rely on the
conventional teacher-directed, information-giving form of
clinical education. The learning contract used in this project
serves as a useful model of teaching and learning.

It seems that the extent of the success of the learning
contract towards reflective learning in clinical practice will
depend very much on the negotiating skills of the students
and the clinical educators. Modification of the learning
objectives is often necessary as an outcome of reflection on
learning strategies. Effective communication between
students and educators is essential to assist students in
formulating strategies to improve learning. The principal
benefit of the contract does not come directly from the con-
tract itself but rather from the communication between the
three parties.
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With the challenges associated with clinical education, the
use of a learning contract seems to be an appropriate tool in
the facilitation of the tripartite relationship. By interacting
during the process of implementing the contract, all three
parties have a commitment to a common ground The lec-
turer and the clinical educator may gain insights into how to
facilitate the students’ learning throughout the clinical
experience, and the students are given opportunities to
express their feelings. This process could be expected to
impact on students’ learning. The students see learning more
as a process of self-examination and review, rather than
purely the acquisition of knowledge and facts. The case study
of student M (see Appendix to this chapter) demonstrates
that she was made aware of a strategy to enhance her
learning outcome. The journal recordings of the clinical
educator involved suggested that the learning contract might
have exerted an influence on M’s learning throughout the
clinical placement.

In addition, it was indeed encouraging and reassuring to
receive the following comments from the students:

e ‘In my previous placements, many students, and even
the clinical educator, interpreted the learning contract
as “homework” or “duty”. Although the students and
the clinical educator set the contracts, both parties did
not practice them well in the actual learning process.
However I recognised the significance of setting a
learning contract in this clinical placement. Mr M, the
clinical educator, and my lecturer Miss D, allowed me
to express my learning objectives without hesitation.
They also guided me to incorporate my learning
objectives into the whole placement. During the whole
placement, Mr M provided feedback on my progress on
regular basis. Hence, I could recognise my state of
progression. In my opinion, the learning contract was
utilised in an appropriate manner in this placement
because both the educators and the learners had to put
it into ““action”. I hope other centres could also exercise
the same thing.’

e ‘In this placement, I feel I have gone some way to
achieving the aims in my learning contract. My orga-
nisation has been better as I have prepared better in
advance and reflected more on the patients’ problems
and how to best improve their condition. I have also
had some good hands on experience and observation of
stroke patients, combined with regular discussion. I still
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have a long long way to go but I feel I have a little more
understanding now.’

At the end of the project, it was apparent that the students
should be given clearer guidelines when writing the contract.
Students do need positive support and guidance from the
clinical educator or lecturer to set realistic learning goals and
objectives within a placement. There was also a need to
reassure the students by reinforcing the fact that the contract
must be used to reflect on their learning rather than as
measures of their clinical performance.

Conclusion

The experiences described in this chapter suggest that the use
of learning contracts can enhance professional practice if the
therapists make practice ‘more reflective than routine’
(Schon, 1987). The process of self-reflection from all three
parties should enhance quality student learning in clinical
settings. It is imperative that educators provide the oppor-
tunities for students to become self-directed, life-long
learners. Likewise, it is important that students pursue self-
reflection activities that may lead to transformative learning.



Appendix to Chapter §
Case study of student M

Student M is a final year physiotherapy student who agreed
to enter into a learning contract at the beginning of her
placement. She stated in her contract that she had difficulty in
analysing the findings after examination of a patient and was
therefore unable to work out the patient’s main problem.
Following discussion with the clinical educator and the
lecturer, it was identified that student M’s problem was due
to an inadequate knowledge base and lack of confidence in
making decisions about selecting the appropriate treatment
modality. In order to achieve this learning objective, student
M agreed to:

e read articles and relevant journals relating to the parti-
cular medical condition;

e discuss the cases with the clinical educator at least twice a
week;

e engage in personal reflection using tape recordings to
evaluate her progress, and what helps or hinders her in
fulfilling this objective.

The clinical educator and the lecturer agreed to build up
M’s confidence by:

e giving verbal feedback about whether the analysis was
accurate and appropriate during the discussion;

e documenting achievements and positive reinforcement;

o self-reflection and recording how the student progressed
in achieving this learning objective.

The following are extracts of the self-reflective diary of the
clinical educator about student M through this six-week
clinical placement block and gives some insight into the
achievement of the learning objective. This can almost be
regarded as reflection through recollection (Garman, 1986),
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1.e. when the clinical educator goes through the four stages of
recalling the incident, capturing the incident in tape record-
ing or journal writing, interpretation and confirmation. It is
recognised that this process is important for personal and
professional development and is regarded as important for
examining practice.

Week 1

‘Student M is very tense. She shows lack of confidence both
in front of me and in front of the patients. She has very
weak knowledge base, and inaccurate assessment skills,
thus affecting her analysis of the cases and identifying the
causes of the patients’ problems. Even with a simple joint
problem, she needs lots of guidance... Advice was given to
her with regards to revision of basic knowledge and the
setting up of flow charts to help reasoning and identifying
short and long-term goals.’

Week 2

‘She has showed some effort to revise and study. However
lots of guidance is still needed. She needs lots of time to
understand a case. Problem listing has improved slightly.
Assessment and treatment techniques have also
improved. ... I have stopped giving her new cases till she
develops better insight into the old cases.’

Week 3

‘Still not confident in decision making towards treatment
progression. She is too frightened to speak out ... I
accompanied her in a treatment session of a shoulder case
and guided her all the way through ... No marked
improvement this week.’

Week 4

‘Still slow in her assessment. Choices of treatment still need
guidance. However she is quite comfortable with most of
the old cases now ... She is more confident with her pre-
sentation.’

Week 5

‘Analytical power showed some improvement, she can
now work out the main problems of the patient by the end
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of the third visit of the patient. Still having difficulty with
more complicated cases ... Progression of treatment and
time management is still a problem. However her
presentation skills and confidence level have certainly
improved.’



Chapter 6
Writing reflective journals

Kit Sinclair and Harrison Tse

Introduction

This chapter describes the use of journal writing to aid
reflection in first year undergraduate students. Journal
writing by itself is seen as a valuable stimulus to encourage
reflection upon practice (Wagenaar, 1984; Hahnemann,
1986; Bean & Zulich, 1989; Cameron & Mitchell, 1993).

Introducing reflection and reflective journal writing

Occupational therapy undergraduate students were intro-
duced to the use of reflective journals in the subject entitled
Occupational Therapy Theory I in the first year of their
three-year professional education programme. Following
specifically designed learning activities and clinical visit
observations, students were asked to explain their learning
experience in their own words and relate it to their past
experience. It was hoped that through the process of
reflecting on practical experience and observations, students
could gain a better perspective of themselves in relation to
their future career. Reflective journal writing was used to
assist students to internalise their learning in both cognitive
and affective (feelings, attitudes) domains.

During the first tutorial session, discussion took place and
handouts were given to students to introduce them to the
concept of reflection and the writing of journals. The hand-
out stated that the purpose was ‘... to develop your under-
standing of professional knowledge and standards’. A total
of 50 students were requested to write reflective journal
entries of approximately 500 words for each of six specified
class activities and four clinical visits. These activities were
listed according to a time schedule given to students on the
first day of class. To achieve the task of writing reflective
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journals, students were asked to explain their learning
experience and to comment on any change in perspective or
understanding of theoretical principles because of this
experience. The following instructions were used to direct
students’ focus throughout the semester:

‘During your Occupational Therapy Theory I course, you
will be involved in various activities and clinical visits.
Keep a journal of your feelings and reactions to these
activities using a diary style of writing. Focus on an issue
that you feel is of particular significance to you. You may
use headings and subheadings if desired. Write your diary
entries immediately after the activity or visit so that your
reactions are fresh in your memory. You can comment
later about the same event after you have had time to
reflect on it. Write at least one side of one page.’

It was emphasised that the journals should be used by
students to monitor their own progress and prepare for the
assignment and final examination. They were expected to use
journal entries as a basis for contribution to group discussion
and feedback on the activity or clinical visit, during which the
breadth and depth of learning could be demonstrated.
Students could also use the journals as a forum to share
problems of learning about concepts and skills related to
occupational therapy. To facilitate students’ completion of
the journal entries with reflection on theoretical issues,
guidelines were given to students suggesting that they:

‘... briefly describe the experience of learning during the
activity. Describe what aspects impressed you most about
the activity or visit. Explain your feelings in relation to
your strengths, capacities, fears, weaknesses, biases. ..

... suggest alternative actions you might have taken (or
might take next time) to improve the activity or visit and
make it a better learning experience for yourself.’

The first cycle

Journal writing was used to facilitate reflection in two
dimensions. At the personal dimension, students were
expected to write in the journals about their own experience
of learning activities. At the group dimension of reflection,
students were encouraged to discuss their own experience in
the class, as a form of sharing of their personal reflection,
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from the written journal. Students were asked to submit their
journals regularly for comment.

The marked assignment at the end of the course drew on
the journal entries. The assignment required students to
choose one experience from school or from a clinical visit
which was particularly valued as a learning experience and
which impacted upon professional development in occupa-
tional therapy. From that experience students were asked to
write, in about 700 words, a description and some comments
about the impact of the experience. This might include the
development of understanding, the application of theoretical
principles in occupational therapy, the relation to feelings,
the evaluation of personal strengths and weaknesses and the
change in the students’ own perspectives as a result of the
experience. This assignment formed the culmination of the
work the students had completed during the course. Journal
entries formed a basis for the writing of the marked assign-
ment but the students did not receive marks for the entries.

Reflections in the tutor’s journal commented oh expecta-
tions for the level of journal writing:

‘Initially I did not have high expectations of the students’
ability to write reflectively. Being new to the process
myself, I was learning along with the students. I collected
and recorded the submission of the journal entries but did
not mark them or write comments on them. The students
seemed somewhat confused about what was required.
When this came to my attention, we discussed their con-
cerns in tutorial. [ was not able at that stage to give them
very clear directions on how to improve their writing since
I felt that if I gave them too definitive examples, the stu-
dents would copy the format directly and not be creative in
their own writing.’

About half way through the semester, a tutorial session
scheduled for reflective feedback was spent discussing
‘reflective learning” and the problems encountered in
attempting to write their journals. At this point a handout
was prepared and given to students with suggestions about
how to improve their reflection. Suggestions included listing
their strengths and weaknesses using such sentence starters as
‘What I understand well . .. What I don’t understand or can’t
make sense of ...; or ‘What went well ... What went
badly...’.

The handout also suggested that students attempt to work
towards identifying: ‘truths you have discovered through
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your experience’; ‘advice to yourself about what to do in the
near future’; and ‘finding questions which you need to think
about or issues which you don’t yet fully understand but need
to understand’. Copies of some of the more reflective journal
entries of their classmates were included to give them
examples for comparison. Some of the examples are as
follows:

Related to the occupational profile interview assignment:

e ‘After the discussion in the tutorial lesson, I discovered
that my questions were not broad enough to cover all
aspects of my sister’s life and I have omitted many

- details. I hadn’t thought that small facts in one’s daily
life could reflect one’s interests. These small facts are
useful to our work. They can help us to design the kinds
of activities that are suitable for the patients.’

e ‘I think when I do a profile next time, I wili ask the
interviewee some basic questions first (as I did not go
deep enough before) because the basic questions can
help us analyse his daily life. Then, I will ask him some
deeper questions but not too private because if I ask
questions which are too private I think he will not
answer the questions or will tell lies.’

Related to the clinical visit:

e ‘The visit also gives me a positive attitude towards
human life. Since, only if people take the initiative to
work hard, can an obstacle be removed. Just like these
clients who are mentally ill, physically handicapped ...
etc; they can live and work like ordinary people after
being trained in the skills centre.’

e ‘The visit made me understand more about the tasks
and roles played by the OT in a skills centre for persons
with disability. The most important thing is that I have
a chance to make personal contact with people who
have physical or psychiatric problems that I have not
experienced before. I think I should carry on to actively
participate and make contact with these people next
time, to be more clear about what are their needs and
demands.’

e ‘Improvement for next time ... be more relaxed. Dur-
ing this visit, many of us were too nervous, we wanted
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to make as many notes as possible so that we could get
more information for our reports.’

As a result of the mid-term tutorial discussion with stu-
dents, it was agreed that they would receive specific written
feedback on their journal entries giving comments on areas
for expansion in reflection.

Evaluation of the first cycle

By the end of the first cycle, the students appeared a great
deal more confident in their ability to write reflexively and
the improved feedback methods seemed to enhance their
reflectivity.

At the end of the course, five students — by the process of
simple random selection — were chosen to be interviewed.
Conclusions drawn from the interviews were used as a basis
for further reflection and for changes made in the second
cycle.

Attitude towards journal writing

In general, students found that writing a reflective journal, as
opposed to essay or descriptive writing, made a difference to
their own learning experience. Of the five interviewees, only
one of them reported, when reflecting on the experience in
the classroom, that such a difference did not exist. However a
difference was found when reflecting on experiences in clin-
ical visits or placements. All the responses of interviewees
showed that the nature of such a difference was positive and
included cognitive and affective outcomes.

Interviews with the students elicited such points as the need
for reinforcement of ‘time to think reflectively’, to recall
incidents and past knowledge, to consider new ideas, to
evaluate the learning process and to share it. A student
explained this aspect stating:

“Yes, sure. When I am writing the journal, I review the
thinking process of the clinical visits. That is, I have seen
many psychiatric patients doing light industry tasks. At
that time, I wondered why so many patient were doing this.
Is that the only training of the OTs? Obviously it’s not and
raised a question at that time. And when I wrote the
journal, I tried to think through the thinking process of this
—the question at that time. I linked the knowledge of what I
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had learnt, and I know for example that we stress the
training of the patient’s endurance or work habit in the
psychiatric field. So, I regard it as the most useful one.’

Another student used the interview opportunity to evalu-

ate the effectiveness of journal writing on his study and
learning;:

“Yes, [journal writing] will make a difference. Writing the
journal after class at least can force me to recall my
memory in class. If I did not need to write any journals, I
would forget the things from class more quickly. Or it may
stimulate me to think about what I have learnt. I think the
journal writing can stimulate me to learn something new
... I remembered in one lesson we had a role-play. After
the class, we had to write the journal. While I was writing
the journal, I was stimulated to think about why I was
studying this course. Is it right for me to study in this
course? Am [ interested? Something like this. These are the
questions I have not ever asked myself.... The journal
writing helps me think whether I am suited to studying this
course.’

Lack of confidence in writing

Some of the students’ lack of confidence in writing was
reflected in their comments at the end of this first cycle. It was
found that difficulties of writing a reflective journal stemmed
from:

the uncertainty about the expectations for journal writ-
ing;

the contrast between experiential and classroom learning;
the difficulties of language choice and expression.

Uncertainty about expectations

The instructions given to students were described in the
previous section. The students seemed uncertain of the
expected function, or the ultimate aims, of the journal
writing. The following quotation by a student elaborates this
point:

“The difficulty I think is that I don’t know how to write a
journal. That means, I don’t know the format of writing
journals ... I think the lecturer can help us to know clearly
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the purpose of the journal and its aim ... I think the lec-
turer wants to know about our learning process and our
attitude, something like that.’

Students commented that they sometimes couldn’t find
things of interest to write about. Here are two illustrations by
students:

e ‘Sometimes it’s hard for me to get any idea to write or

to complete the journal because not everything
impresses me.’

‘Sometimes I found the lesson was not so valuable for
me to write in a journal or it is hard for me to recall
because I may not do or write the journal after the
lesson or I may write it after a week ... In my case, I
think I’m a little bit lazy. I think if I am not interested, it
was hard for me to write the journal. I think it is no use
for me to write the journals just copying from the others
and I just write the journals because of the teacher’s
order. As I have just mentioned, sometimes it may be
hard for me to remember because I may write the
journal after a week or after a few days or I may find
the visit boring or something is not significant for me to
write down in the journal.’

Contrast between experiential and classroom learning

The data indicated that students found it easier to write
about clinical visits which were concrete experiences and
evoked some strong reactions. In contrast, they found writing
about issues in classroom learning difficult since they lacked
knowledge about the issue, as commented by two students in
their comparison between writing about clinical visits and
writing about classroom activities.

e ‘Well, I find it easy to write a journal on clinical visits

because there are many impressions and feelings about
the visits . .. Well, since we do not have enough time to
digest the content from class, even if you write a journal
about the [theoretical] issue, you still cannot have a
clear understanding of the issue. So writing in the
journal is not useful.’

‘I think it’s quite different because I think writing the
reflective journal about clinical visits is more useful for
us. To recall from memory a typical case on clinical
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visit and apply the actual situation in occupational
therapy, we can use some OT theory or other theory to
apply in the actual situation and ask the lecturer. Why
do I think [writing about clinical visits] easier? Because
when I am in the clinical visit, the event that I face,
stimulates me to identify the problems that I don’t
know. Then it’s quite useful for me to write the
reflective journal about these problems and ask the
lecturer to give some feedback to me about the clinical
visit ... Another is I think that year 1 students may not
have the basic knowledge to understand the lecture or
some notes that they teach us. So, I think that they will
not write the reflective journal with so much detail
about the problems. The student may not feel the
responsibility to reflect all the things to the lecturer.’

Language choice and expression

In some instances, students found it difficult to express
themselves in English which is their second language, as
suggested by student 2 and 3:

e ‘In my case, I think if the journal writing is in English,
some times it is difficult for me to express my point of
view and ideas.’ (student 2)

e ‘Some students may not have the review of the lec-
turer’s notes or the content of the lecture and their
knowledge is not enough to understand the lecture
notes. So, I think they will not reflect the actual points
in them that you have to face and [therefore] they will
not write in their journals. Also it’s difficult for them to
use English to explain the difficulties or reflect the
actual situation.’ (student 3)

Need for more group discussion

Students in general agreed that more group discussion would
help the reflective process. Group discussion could also
substitute for a degree of individual reflective writing. There
was agreement that discussion was fruitful, although they did
not always agree on the format of the discussion, e.g.
whether lecturers have to be involved.

e ‘I think the discussion before the journal writing can
stimulate students to remember the lesson content and
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communicate with classmates about other concepts
they have learned. If students have not learned some
concepts, then they can exchange ideas and learn
more.’

e ‘In the case of clinical visits, [individual] journal writing
is better, whereas during lectures (and tutorials), it’s
better to have [group] discussion most probably.’

Conclusions from the first cycle

Changes suggested at the end of the first cycle included a need
for a clearer introduction to the importance of reflective
journal writing or even having previous students available to
discuss the relevance of reflective journal writing to learning,
thus adding to the interest and ‘excitement’.

Criteria for distinguishing a reflective journal from a non-
reflective journal needed to be clarified. Samples of journal
writing were seen to be more useful to students after the aim
and objectives of journal writing have been given to them,
thus deepening their understanding of the values and benefits
of the journal writing that they are aiming for and the need to
write reflectively. It was also seen that more discussion and
feedback was needed to assist the students in their under-
standing of the process and the content of their writing.

The students’ understanding of the meaning of reflection
was not restricted to personal reflection but also included the
idea of sharing or discussing with others. A number of stu-
dents commented that they felt more group discussion would
help their reflection, before and after journal writing. One
student suggested that both formal (in class with the lecturer)
and informal discussion (outside class) would be useful.
Another suggested that allowing time to write at the very end
of class would be best.

In general, most students accepted writing a reflective
journal as a requirement of the course. An exception to the
positive attitude towards journal writing was reported by a
student during his interview at the end of the course. He
stated that he was ‘forced to review what was learnt’, he did
‘not think it was useful’ and it was regarded as an ‘extra
task’. Even so, he stated, ‘Reflection will help me, but the
journal writing will not help me’.

Interviewees repeatedly commented that they reflect more
frequently on daily life events than on clinical experience or
on classroom learning. By exploring the transfer of the skills
in reflecting on daily life events to classroom learning, we
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may have a better understanding of the conditions for
reflection.

Second cycle

The Occupational Therapy Theory I course was run the next
year for a new group of students. Taking into account the
feedback from the previous group of students, more specific
guidelines were provided with examples from the previous
students’ work. At the beginning of the second cycle, the
students seemed to be more receptive to journal writing as an
activity. This may have been due to the fact that the previous
students, now in year two, had shared with them their
journal writing experience during informal talks.

As agreed in the evaluation of the first cycle, the journal
entries were collected immediately after the activity/visit and
students provided with written feedback. Half-way through
the programme, a tutorial session was spent gathering feed-
back and leading discussion with the students about their
clinical visits, thus giving them the opportunity to reflect
verbally with their classmates on their experiences.

Understanding of expectations

Students in the second cycle seemed to find the reflective
writing activity useful. The change of approach at the
beginning of the course and the more regular written feed-
back seemed to have been more effective. They showed a
better understanding of the overall aim of journal writing as
a tool to learn and construct knowledge from their own
experience. The following are some typical examples that
show a fairly clear understanding about the instruction of
journal writing and its aim.

e ‘Actually, it is a reflective journal. We were told to do a
mock interview for the case study. We were divided
into several groups. Every group received a sheet that
showed several situations. We took turns to pretend to
be an occupational therapist or a patient. Before we
obtained some professional knowledge, we tried to act
as an occupational therapist to treat patients. After the
lesson, we had to write a journal to think back on what
it feels like to be an occupational therapist, or the job of
an occupational therapist.’
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e ‘For a “normal journal”, I just focus on the feelings
only, say, I like it or I am surprised. But for the
“reflective journal”, it was quite different. I discovered
the weaknesses, advantages and disadvantages from
my feelings towards the job. For instance, I can see
whether I am suitable for that job from the feeling. It is
different from focusing on the feeling alone.’

In general, students regarded the journal writing process as
a chance for self-evaluation. This is a typical quotation:

‘When you write the journal you know what your weak-
nesses are. In the future you can make use of it as a
reference for self-evaluation. If I had not written the jour-
nal I may not have known in what areas I have to improve
myself.’

Attitudes toward journal writing

Students also displayed a better attitude towards journal
writing. They appeared to take more initiative in writing
about activities and feelings.

e ‘If I did not write it down, I would just have an
impression immediately after the class tutorial [about
interviewing techniques] and I might forget it later.
However, the journal writing can help me to retain the
memory and attitude for making improvements.’

e ‘I usually wrote about my feelings at that time. For
instance, in an ‘interview’ role-play, some of us act as
patients and some of us act as OT’s. It is easier to write
about acting as a patient, for example, acting as a lorry
driver who has broken some fingers in an accident. We
can think of the problems of the patient very easily; say,
insufficient financial support, unclear future. However,
the one who acts as an OT can hardly think of the
solution. The reflection stimulates us to study OT and
the way to help the patients solve the problems.’

In response to the suggestions about taking ‘on-the-spot
notes’ in order to stimulate later reflection, the experience of
students in this cycle suggested that excessive note-taking can
detract from the purpose of the clinical visit. This can be
illustrated by the dilemma faced by a student in the second
cycle.
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‘It causes difficulties if you write down too many notes
during the “visit”. It may even disturb the procedure of the
visit or lesson. However, I may get nothing if I don’t write
down any points! So, the best way is to have a clear mind,
and to mark down the basic points and elaborate on them
later.’

Similar to the findings of the first cycle, data from the second
cycle also showed that the time gap between the happening of
an event and journal writing is important for retention.

‘The long time gap between the lesson and writing is the
difficulty. I sometimes cannot remember at all ... I prefer
writing it down right after the lesson or do it on the
following day.’ '

Feelings and reflection

The second cycle of research interviews also focused on the
students’ writing in the affective domain, providing a better
understanding of the relation between feeling and reflection
through the dialogue made with interviewees. The following
statement was made by a student when asked to elaborate on
the relationships between the two constructs.

‘It is related to the merit and weaknesses of oneself. If  am
a shy person and don’t know how to communicate, I may
feel miserable during the visit as I find it is difficult for me
to communicate with the others. “Miserable” is the feeling.
If you write it down in the journal, it is just a “journal” but
not a “reflective journal”. However, if I can find my
weaknesses from the experience of feeling miserable, such
as a lack of inherent communication skills and self-
confidence, then the reflection of weaknesses and merits
can be said to be “reflective”.

Data from the interviews suggest that feelings may be a
motivation for reflection and help in the retention of an event
in long term memory. They can also affect the effectiveness of
reflection. The following quotations illustrate this point.

e ‘Stronger feelings can help me to learn more. If I have
less feeling about something, I will forget it more easily.
Feeling can help me to remember things for a longer
time.’
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e ‘Ithink the usefulness of journal writing depends on the
topics being studied. Sometimes, I find journal writing
interesting if I think the topic is interesting. However, if
the lecturer just taught about the theories, I find it
boring. Otherwise, I would treat journal writing the
same as composition writing, although it is called a
‘learning process’, because I was just taught some
things but I really don’t know what they are. I find
nothing to write about if the topic is not interesting.’

Approach to learning

Students appeared to develop an improved learning style
though journal writing. Deep learning strategies and the
bridge between theory and practice are exemplified in the
following quotes.

e ‘Before [experiencing journal] writing, I didn’t think it
would help because it was just like English writing
class. You still have to write even if you do not have
things to write about. It seemed to focus on writing
something that you don’t have strong feelings about.
However, after the experience of writing, I found that
journal writing helped me to think after the visits. I may
not have thought about it if I hadn’t had to write the
journal. The feeling or ideas may have been easily
forgotten or missed if I had not thought or organised
them. Journal writing can make the segmental things
change into systematic ones. It may help me someday
when I come across it again.’

e ‘New things you see during the visit you may not relate
to OT theories. You may just visit it and see what the
therapist is doing, but while journal writing, I will refer
to what I’ve learned from lessons. I may find that they
did what the theories suggest.’

Language choice and expression

As with the findings of the previous research cycle, it can be
seen that language can be a hindrance to reflection. Again, in
general, students prefer to use their first language.

‘Firstly, it is better to introduce the journal in Chinese. At
the beginning of the course, I didn’t know what reflection
was because I was only given some notes and a sample
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journal. I didn’t know how to write so I did it just like a
diary, writing by putting all the data in. As English is not
the mother tongue of the students of Hong Kong, it is
difficult to be able to do it well in English.’

Students in this cycle seemed to be more comfortable with
the style of journal writing. The students’ attitude towards
language accuracy changed and they tended to shift their
attention from the language difficulties they met, to the
function of journal writing and putting down their thoughts
on paper, as exemplified by the following:

e ‘I would recall the feelings and wrote them down at
home ... Iregarded it as writing a dairy. I could look at
them and find out what I’d learnt.’

e ‘English. Hmm ... Perhaps because Mrs [...] knows
Chinese, I sometimes dare to take the risk of writing
wrong grammar. [ don’t mind if the grammar may not
be correct as I think she may understand, but other
foreign lecturers may not understand.’

e ‘As D’ve said, written work helps the organisation.
Sometimes, we want to share the feelings even though
we can’t express them well in English.’

Relations between journal writing and discussion

The data gathered from both the first and the second cycle
suggested the possibility of using discussion as adjunct to or a
substitute for reflective journal writing. In the first cycle,
journal writing was found to be an effective learning activity
to prepare students for discussion. Research suggested that
discussion of reflective writing could add a further dirhension
to the experience. Critical discourse may serve to develop
collective understanding (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). Many
students also perceived the discussion session as providing
feedback on their written reflection. One student commented
on the pros and cons of journal writing versus group
discussion:

‘I think it is not necessary to write a journal for every
lesson. Group discussion can replace it sometimes. For
example, you can finish the lesson and give 10-15 minutes
for the small group of 2-3 person to discuss what they have
learnt on that day.

I find it troublesome if I do both [journal writing and
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discussion]. Because, as I’ve just said, journal writing can
let me have a revision of what have been learnt from the
lesson. I think from group discussion I can achieve not only
this but also refer to the ideas of other classmates. In case I
was sleepy in class or missed some parts of the lecture,
group discussion could pave the way for us to stimulate
learning mutually among ourselves ... If I have group
discussion, the ideas of learned items have been discussed
just once. I just write them down once more in my journal.
But the real advantage of journal writing is that the
lecturer(s) can have a look or check the journal contents.
However, the lecturer(s) may not know whether we really
understand or can learn from them. Lecturers can see it
from the journal writing, but there may be lack of
communication among the classmates.’

Students also agreed that group discussion aided learning as
can be seen from the following comments:

‘It might be a good method to use imagination to solve the
problems of clients, because there are many real cases that
are unpredictable. It may be because I am a year one stu-
dent who does not have any idea of this subject. I think that
the discussion of the imagined cases can help us to deal
with the problem solving. We are not at the level of pro-
fessional stage. Our thinking is not thoroughly developed.
Therefore we can help each other in the discussion of those
imagined cases. We discuss which method can help the
patients according to the imagined situation. We discuss
together to find good methods ... for example, we have
different ways of thinking in the discussion.’

Confidence in journal writing

In contrast to the first cycle, students in this cycle rarely
mentioned the difficulty of finding an interesting issue to
reflect upon, or considered the lack of background knowl-
edge to be a hindrance for reflection. Instead of being more
passive in discovering interesting issues, these students were
active in using imagined cases in group "reflection.

Conclusions for second cycle

The students in the second cycle appeared to have a more
positive attitude to and demonstrated greater initiatives
towards reflective journal writing. This included a preference
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for writing reflective journals as opposed to non-reflective
ones. The students supported the argument that having
strong feelings about a subject makes writing about the
subject easier, commenting that if little emotion was engen-
dered in response to an incident, it was less likely to be
remembered or to be a subject for reflection.

The use of English as the predominant language in this
reflective exercise was a concern and its use should be
questioned since it was difficult for (some) students’ to
express their true feelings in what was not their first
language. This area should be explored further.

Within the students’ busy schedules, the issue of when to
write and how to compose the journal still seemed to be
problematic, and so reflective discussion groups were
considered as an option to journal writing by some students.

Overall conclusions

Overall, the students were found to have learned about the
concept of reflection through engaging in reflective journal
writing and by applying their newly acquired academic and
practical skills. Though a changed perspective is not expected
at this stage of reflective development, students could be seen
to be developing the ability to reflect in their daily learning.
The implications of this development is that the students may
be able to apply these same principles of reflection when they
are in clinical practice and dealing with the ill-defined
problems of clients and client treatment.

In attempting to illustrate the context of using reflection,
we explored the use of reflection through a journal writing
process. As we became comfortable with the needs of the
students, such as the need for clear instructions and guiding
examples, we found that many students were able to use
journal writing as a learning tool.

In conclusion, we should state that we had no intention of
outlining the limits or the potential of using journal writing
as a tool for reflection. Instead, we have attempted to high-
light the aspects that we found useful, and, more impor-
tantly, to illustrate the context in which it was used. As
further exploration is needed to determine the extent of its
usefulness for enhancing reflection, we hope the experience
presented here will function as a trigger for more research in
this area.



Appendix to Chapter 6
Examples from reflective journals
of first year students

Student 1

‘In this assignment I had to interview someone who had
been in hospital. It was the first time I had interviewed a
person who I didn’t know well (the last time my inter-
viewee was my father). This was a new challenge for me. I
found it quite difficult. Also, this interview concerned the
personal feelings of my interviewee. I had to consider his
feelings and psychological state during the interview.
When my interviewee was talking about his deepest feeling
related to an unhappy experience, I felt it was quite
unnatural and strange for me to write them down formally
on paper. This seemed to give him a sense of insecurity and
mistrust.

Having completed this assignment, I think that I have
several things to improve upon so that I can do the
assignment more smoothly next time. First, for the ques-
tions I used, I found that questions which included some
examples are better and easier for the interviewee to
understand. These act as guidelines for the interviewee to
answer the questions accurately. If you suddenly ask him
some questions which are quite abstract and not easily
understandable, the interviewee has no idea how he should
answer. Second, I must think carefully about the aim/
objective of the assignment before setting out the questions
otherwise when you start doing the report, you would find
that there is insufficient information. Third, ensure that the
interviewee has answered the questions in enough detail.
Most important, I need to bear in mind the aim/objective of
the assignment when setting the questions for the interview
as well as for writing the report.’
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Student 2

‘I have done the theory assignment. As I have learned from
my past mistakes that I made in the interview last time, this
time I have done better preparation before having a face-
to-face interview with my friend. I have made a list of
questions that I would like to ask her during the interview.
And I have explained the purpose of the interview to her
and the kinds of questions I will ask her.

Although the interviewee is my friend, I still found it
difficult when I had to ask about her past experience. As
the memories of her mother staying in hospital for a pro-
longed period, continuously suffering from cancer pain,
suffering from side effects of chemotherapy, having the
feeling of helplessness, and then her dying was so painful
that she didn’t want to talk about it anymore. Therefore I
had to pay special attention to her responses and consider
her feelings.

In the course of the interview, I had to be aware of her
facial expression. Once I found that she seemed to avoid
answering my question, I would try to change to another
‘subject and tell her that it is OK if she didn’t want to tell me
every detail. On the other hand, I gave her sufficient time
and patience, so that I could ensure that I wouldn’t inter-
rupt her expression and also let her know that I was
listening very carefully to what she said. Gradually, I found
that she was more willing to share her painful experience
with me.

I was so glad that she told me at the end of the interview,
she was feeling better after she spoke about everything. I
felt that T had learned a lot about how to be caring and how
to show concern during an interview.’



Chapter 7
Promoting discussion from
reflective writing

Kit Sinclair

Introduction

Sharing reflections in group discussion augments the reflec-
tive process. Students are able to listen to and reflect upon
others’ experiences, ask questions and gain different per-
spectives on their own reflections. By incorporating reflective
group discussion into the learning process, students are
encouraged to reflect upon learning experiences in class,
home reading and relevant work experiences. In an attempt
to introduce this approach in an experiential way to clinical
educators, reflective journal writing and reflective class dis-
cussion became an integral part of a 14-week course on
teaching and learning. We found that participants on the
course enjoyed this approach and in fact it became central to
the participants’ learning.

The clinical educators’ course entitled Clinical Educa-
tion Techniques followed a set of objectives and assess-
ment. Classes were interactive with participants being
expected to take part in discussion, group exercises and
role-play. To complete the syllabus, appropriate handouts
and teaching materials were provided for each section to
be covered.

The participants were asked to keep a reflective journal, to
write about a subject of interest from their reading or from
their daily work experiences which was relevant to clinical
education and the topics we were covering in the syllabus.
They were requested to report back to the group at least one
item from their reflective journals each week.

The use of the resultant reflective group discussion sessions
in class will be described, as well as the reactions of the
participants to this learning method — which they found quite
new, at first scary, but ultimately quite rewarding.
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Journal writing as a precursor to reflective sessions in class

With the help of handouts, the purpose of the course and the
use of reflection as a basis for the learning approach was
explained. As a precursor to group discussion, participants
were asked to keep reflective journals through the week
between class sessions. They were given small notebooks to
provide some structure to the reflective writing process. In
the journals they were asked to record their ideas, feelings
and any issues they felt were important in relation to the
course on clinical education, their work with students or co-
workers during the week, and the reading they did in
connection with the course. Reading materials and exercises
were provided at the end of each class session to be taken
home. They were asked to be prepared to read out and
discuss one of these issues at the beginning of class during the
following week.

Structure of item disclosure and group process

The participants came to class each week prepared with
usually three or four issues for discussion. As the facilitator,
ran the group discussion sessions at the beginning of each
class period. The participants were requested to take turns to
read out at least one entry from their journal writing.

Although some of the participants were initially unsure
and frustrated by a perceived lack of guidelines for the
reflective sessions (and for the direction the course should
take), they participated regularly in class and had obviously
completed the prescribed reading and learning exercises
provided for them, and in many cases had reflected on these
prior to class.

Class reflection seemed to reinforce their interest. Peer
pressure may also have been a factor in their class involve-
ment since they seemed determined to have something to
share and discuss in class. They could also see how much
reading other members of the class had undertaken by lis-
tening in class discussion. The participants were enthusiastic
and appeared to be self-motivated in preparing for class and
to class discussion. Although they had varying clinical
experience, the mutual understanding of the clinical educa-
tion context and their shared involvement in the healthcare
service in Hong Kong stimulated lively discussion. By sharing
their thoughts in a small group, they were able to gain further
opportunities for their personal reflection on their own
disclosures and on issues brought up by other members. By
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sharing experiences, asking questions, or commenting on
each others’ reflections, the participants found new areas
opening up for consideration which then precipitated further
reflection and discussion.

Meeting in the same small group enabled each member to
take part in the work of the other members, to support each
other, and to respond to the concerns and considerations
raised within the group. This mutual support broadened
their reflecting and stimulated a degree of risk-taking in
personal disclosure. That is, after several sessions, when trust
was built up among the members, they appeared more
comfortable about sharing more controversial issues. When
asked about their motivation to participate in the group
discussion, one participant commented:

‘I think it was because of the small group arrangement. The
atmosphere is built up, and also it is really a responsibility
to speak up. If it is your turn and you kept quiet and have
nothing to say, then it is quite an embarrassing situation.

... but like in the first lesson, we need you to reinforce
(us). But now, we actively bring up issues and participate.’

Another commented:

‘I wonder if it is the chair arrangement, where we are
debating in a circle, and we can look at each other easily . ..
and the openness of the participants is very important. ..

... but I think that the reaction in the group also makes a
difference. You feel that it stimulates more discussion ... I
think some people maybe want to be part of a very open
discussion, but don’t know how to start it ... you have to
be ready to hear a lot of different views from different
students. ..’

The participants regularly spent one to one-and-a-half
hours out of the three-hour evening class in the reflective
aspect of the sessions. When asked if they felt we should cut
down this part of the programme, they commented that they
felt that the reflection was useful and that they looked
forward to the ensuing discussions.

Monitoring progress

The journal reading and discussion provided the facilitators
with the opportunity to monitor progress on the course and
as a measure of where the students were in their under-
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standing of various aspects of the material being covered
relevant to clinical education (Wagenaar, 1984). Thus,
course materials could be supplemented, discarded or chan-
ged as considered necessary. The ‘role-play’ session, for
instance, was chosen on the basis of the background of the
participants and their level of interaction at the time. The
subsequent discussion of feedback from the role-play
brought the participants into further discussion of principles
of assessment, which was the next topic in the syllabus.

Resultant raised awareness of reflection and reflective skills

All of the participants were clinical experts in their fields.
They knew their respective specialities well. Some of them
were new clinical educators. Attending this course made
them more aware of the reflective process and its application,
and may have increased their conscious reflective activity in
their speciality. It appeared to have increased their level of
reflection on clinical education and their possible application
of reflective techniques with undergraduate students in their
clinical settings.

These participants were interested in increasing their
clinical teaching skills, so of course much reflection and
subsequent discussion which took place during class, referred
to the teaching of undergraduate students, student interac-
tion and clinical education feedback. They appear to have
gained confidence in their reflective abilities, some com-
menting on skills they were already using and others com-
menting on implementation of new ideas gained through
their reading and discussion during the course. They also
brought up current issues which they needed to problem-
solve. In a couple of such instances, a participant would say,
‘...I'would like to share with you and hopefully I can find the
solution here...

Nystrand & Wiederspiel (1977, cited in Wodlinger, 1990)
suggest that students tend to arrive in class with a well-
developed set of beliefs and perspectives about teaching and
learning in a clinical context usually derived from their own
personal experience as students. Participating in the process
of exploring one’s own and others’ experiences and reflec-
tions about these experiences allows the students the
opportunity to glimpse the world from another’s eyes.
Participant B confirmed this in her assignment.

‘When I stepped into the classroom, I was surprised by the
size of the class — only six students — and also the learning
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style of the class. At first, I was scared about the open
discussion as I found it difficult to express my ideas due to
the language barrier (needing to use English), and also I
was not used to taking the initiative of providing
immediate feedback. However, during the open discussion,
I picked [up] the other people’s ideas that I tried to think of
and simultaneously, I appreciated that the handling of
interpersonal communication to allow sharing experi-
ences, gave me a sense of contribution.

Although I am glad to experience a high level of accep-
tance, the fear of exposing my ignorance in front of the
teacher and the peers, sometimes really restrained me from
participating more actively. However, the reassurance and
recognition of my contribution from tutors and the group,
were really of great help to solve that problem, by
exchanging ideas and feelings with them.’

New perspectives gained through reflection

Throughout the clinical educators’ course, the facilitators
were involved in responding to ideas which came out of the
participants’ reflective discussion. They developed a keen
sense of the reflective process and became very involved in
the reflective reading sessions. It could be seen that they used
reflection to focus on specific problems, events or areas of
interest which came out of the clinical experience or from
their homework reading assignments (Schon, 1983;
McCaughtery, 1991; Brookfield, 1993). This reflection could
be viewed as purposeful and intentional, self-organised and
multifaceted in that they discussed the facts of a situation as
well as the attached feelings. (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985).
These careful examinations of their own experiences and the
resultant discussions developed into the formulations of new
perspectives and plans for future action. Participant E in her
written assignment at the end of the course, commented on
her own new perspectives and how she applied them.

‘When 1 started the course “Clinical Education Techni-
ques” in late September last year, I learnt teaching through
reflective practice. I was surprised that the technique I was
employing was close to the practice. Equipped with the
knowledge of the practice learnt from the course, I put new
elements into my own reflective sessions with my students.
By the end of the placement, we had post-placement con-
ference sessions where all students participated and shared
their experiences. It was the time in which I fully used the
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application of reflection. Students were asked to reflect on
their feelings about anything they encountered during the
day, besides task-oriented actions. Positive as well as
negative experiences were examined. Critical thinking was
stressed. Reasons behind an action or feeling were
explored, for example, if they felt happy, they were asked
to describe the events responsible for the happiness.’

The participants appeared to look forward to the oppor-
tunity to share their thoughts and ideas and participated fully
in class discussion. Though sometimes they were unable to
actually put many thoughts on paper between classes, they
had something to share which had been thought through
beforehand. Some were more reluctant to speak at first, but
gained confidence later. Participant B commented in her
assignment:

‘I appreciated the exchange of experience in the class dis-
cussion as a method of disseminating new information and
learning. However, I was dissatisfied with myself (and my
own sharing) because I lacked experience in clinical
teaching since no student attachment is given to my unit
and I believed that learning is established through experi-
ence. Such a feeling influenced me for quite a long time. I
admitted my ‘tunnel vision’ eventually and I tried to
evaluate my reflective learning ... To a great extent I feel
that reflective learning helps me a lot in self-development.’

In another instance the efforts of one participant to
brainstorm a concern (the communication barrier between
patients and health care professionals) was not written with
the view of the journal being read only by herself, but with
the view that it would be an issue to be shared and discussed
in class, where she could gain opinions from a number of
colleagues (Bean & Zulich, 1989).

Participant F commented in his course assignment on the
application of reflective learning which he gained during the
course with his students in the clinical setting.

‘It is interesting that reflection can not only give the above
secondary effects [of increased confidence], but also can
enhance students’ and clinical supervisors’ motivation.
What is the miracle power behind reflection? With a mind
to use reflective tools, it is my usual practice to reply to the
students’ questions or to clarify their knowledge and con-
cepts in an open way. The words “why”, “what”,
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“where”, “when”, “which” and “how” become the
headings of questions. The response seems quite successful.
It is not surprising that I am very eager to evaluate my
performance with these students as it was the first time that
I really acted as a clinical supervisor and interacted with
these students for a relatively long period of time. I also
had a strong sense of responsibility that I wanted them to
be trained as independent therapists, really therapists
having the ability to think and to improve by themselves,
and to really gain something which is beneficial in their
future development. But how? My words can best be
summarised by a sentence of the Dean of a well-known
School of Management who observed a decade ago that
“We need most to teach students how to make decisions
under conditions of uncertainty, but this is just what we
don’t know how to teach.” (Pownes, personal commu-
nication, 1972, cited in Schon, 1983). Open questioning,
high intellectual thinking and correlation are then my
strategies after getting to know how to effectively use
reflective learning tools.’

My own reflections

I was interested in creating a course which would stimulate
experienced clinical educators to be more innovative and
alert to the variety of teaching methods which could facilitate
students’ reflective thinking. I felt that only by experiencing
these activities would they become aware of their potential
for use with students and be comfortable enough with them
to actually implement them in future: teaching and learning
situations. The evidence from their class discussions,
assignments and interviews has shown that involving these
clinical educators in the process of using reflective learning in
their course has helped them to apply this to work with their
students, thus bringing the theory of reflective learning closer
to practice for the participants.

Reflective class discussion based on journal writing about
clinical and teaching experiences, as well as homework
reading, encouraged a thinking focus for group discussion
rather than a predominantly task focus like the reporting
style usually employed in clinical work. The emphasis on
sharing the feeling and emotion as well as the ‘doing’ aspects
of teaching and learning appeared to move the focus to self
and self-involvement. It was possible then to draw the par-
ticipants away from analysing a situation on a technical basis
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to analysing it on a personal basis, drawing on personal past
experience. This may have been possible because these
participants had a rich background of experience to draw
upon and could discuss their ideas in a small group where,
over time, they developed trust in each other and in the
facilitators.

I feel that all of those involved in the course, participants
and facilitators, have learned to acknowledge and draw more
on their own expertise in reviewing and learning about
clinical teaching. Reflecting together on the unique or
unexpected aspects of a problem or incident facilitated the
framing of new questions, the opening of discussion to rele-
vant strategies and objectives to which participants could
relate. I found that reflection encouraged the participants to
invent novel responses, evaluate their own situation and
learn from their and others’ experience.

Summary and conclusion

An interactive clinical educators’ course was implemented
incorporating reflective journal writing and reflective group
discussion to develop in clinical educators the ability to use
reflection. The ultimate aim of the course was to introduce
reflective methods of teaching and learning in clinical edu-
cation, which could be implemented in clinical education
programs for undergraduate students.

The 14-week clinical educators’ course entitled Clinical
Education Techniques followed a clear set of objectives. To
cover the syllabus, appropriate handouts and teaching
material were provided for each section to be covered and the
course employed an interactive and reflective approach. The
participants were asked to keep a reflective journal, to write
about a subject of interest from their reading or from their
daily work experiences which was relevant to clinical edu-
cation and the topics we were studying in the syllabus. They
were requested to report back to the group at least one item
from their reflective journals each week. This reflective
discussion became the focus of the course.

Reflective group discussion in a small group format was an
effective teaching and learning approach. By providing a
structure for journal writing and journal disclosure, students
could gain confidence in sharing. Journal writing prepared
the students for group discussion, equipping them with a
focus for reflective sharing. The group rule of one item for
disclosure furnished a compromise between the privacy of
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journal writing and the need for discussion and feedback.
The expectation of disclosure allowed them to choose what
they wished to discuss, keeping other aspects of their journal
writing to themselves.

The structure of journal writing, style of item disclosure,
and a sympathetic environment all helped students to over-
come the ‘scariness’ of this new teaching/learning arrange-
ment. Taking part in reflective group discussion with a
specific learning focus enabled students to share their own
learning, reflect on the observations and learning of others in
the group and gain new and different perspectives which
might not have been gained through personal reflection
alone.



Part III

Synthesising conclusions about
curricula






Chapter 8
Encouraging reflective writing

David Kember, Alice Jones, Alice Yuen Loke, Jan McKay,
Kit Sinclair, Harrison Tse, Celia Webb, Frances Kam Yuet Wong,
Marian Wai Lin Wong and Ella Yeung

Introduction

This is the first of the two chapters in which the conclusions
from the five individual or course-based action research
projects are synthesised. The process for this was a com-
parison between the lessons learnt from the five individual
projects discussed in the chapters in Part II. Regular meetings
of the whole team enabled critical reflection to take place
across projects. Any conclusions drawn from an individual
project could be compared and tested against those from
others. ,

Essentially this is a process of triangulation (or in this
case ‘quintrangulation’?) across courses. The term triangu-
lation has most commonly been used to mean the combina-
tion of evaluation or research techniques to study the same
problem, so that a wider and deeper perspective is gained
through the different types of insights resulting from the
methodologies employed (Denzin, 1970). In action research,
Elliott (1991) has used the term in the somewhat different
sense of combining the perspectives and voices of several
sources such as the students, teacher and colleagues. Our
use of the term subsumes both multiple techniques and
multiple voices within each course together with triangula-
tion across projects. The conclusions in this chapter draw
upon at least two of the courses in each case, and often all
five.

The issue dealt with in this chapter is that of how to best
design and implement courses which aim to encourage
reflective writing. Essentially it answers the question of how a
course should be formulated if it is to promote reflection-on-
action and reflective journal writing. The chapter examines
various aspects of courses which appeared to either hinder or
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promote student reflection and reflective writing. This was
clearly an important aim of the overall project.

In particular, the use of student journals, diaries and
regular disclosures was investigated. The problematic issues
of assessment and the access of the supervisor to reflections
are examined. The study looked at the major blockages to
students engaging in reflective writing and sought ways that
they could be overcome. Attempts were made to determine
which educational factors should be taken into account in the
construction of a suitable curriculum and learning
environment for reflective writing in professional education
courses.

Difficulties of altering previous conceptions of writing

The first conclusion was that students needed an introduc-
tion to the concept of reflective writing and on-going help in
developing the ability to write reflectively. In the initial cycle
of the nursing course, the teachers wished to allow the
students to express themselves freely. They expected that
students would be able to write in a reflective format with
little guidance. This was quickly exposed as a false
assumption.

The students found it difficult to break away from
previous conceptions of academic writing. Other courses
they had taken required them to write in the third person,
preferably using a passive tense. Personal observation had
been discouraged in favour of citing academic authorities.

Formality is one of the major characteristics of traditional
academic writing. Healthcare professionals need a more
flexible style of writing because problems in professional
practice are sometimes so complicated that there are no
formal rules to follow. The quotations below may demon-
strate the contradiction of professional practices and tradi-
tional writing style.

‘In our placement, we have made modification to our
knowledge and become more informal. A third person
might regard it as doing something wrong, but you have
actually used and applied the knowledge in practice
without being noticed. If you write this in the journal,
others might feel uneasy when they read about the tech-
niques being employed. We have to write formal techni-
ques in our writing. The best thing is to have some
background support from academic journals.’
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Previous instruction in academic writing had left its mark
very effectively. With a few exceptions, the students’ initial
attempts at reflective writing most closely resembled formal
reports. They were replete with evaluations of equipment and
facilities and discussion of procedures in hospitals. Criticism
focused towards inadequate resource provision. Most of the
writing was in the third person and there was little evidence
of personal self-reflection.

Many students found initial attempts at reflective writing
to be quite a painful experience. The whole concept of
reflection was quite alien to many. They had become used to
the typical mode of instruction in Hong Kong schools (and
one that is common elsewhere as well) in which the teacher
delivers a body of content and the students sit passively and
try to absorb the material as best they can. Success in this
mission is judged by the ability to reproduce selected parts of
the body of knowledge in examinations. The majority of the
students had become accustomed to thinking of teaching and
learning in this way, believing that knowledge was something
defined by experts as either right or wrong.

To those with this set of beliefs the concept of reflecting
upon their own practice could be quite a rude shock. Instead
of course content being selected and delivered by the teacher,
the knowledge and experience of the student becomes
important. The courses would also have lacked the tight
prescriptiveness which would have been a feature of most of
the students’ previous education.

‘... at the beginning, I really had to think very hard,
picking issues to talk of or to enter as a reflective journal.
But towards the end of the module, I found it more
spontaneous and easier to link up the experience to my
learning ... not only in understanding, but as I have said,
you will spontaneously pick up reflective learning your-

self.’

The majority adjusted to a more student-centred style of
teaching and learning and eventually came to prefer it.
However, at the outset these new learning experiences could
be both difficult and unpleasant. The affective dimension to
coming to grips with reflective writing is dealt with in detail
in Chapter 10.

We came to see reflective writing as an ability which took
time to develop and, for some, was quite difficult to achieve.
Formal education normally requires a style of writing which
is virtually the antithesis of reflective writing. Many students
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find it hard to unlearn their conception of impersonal
academic writing and to record their personal reflections. In
our courses, however, we demonstrated the students’
capability of achieving this through careful instructional
planning and frequent feedback.

Journal writing, therefore, needs to be treated as an ability
to be developed over time. Courses must allow space and
time for this development to take place. There needs to be
provision for frequent feedback on what is written. In
providing feedback lecturers/tutors, clinical supervisors and
fellow students have a role to play.

Introducing the concept of reflection

To develop the students’ ability to write reflectively it was
necessary to have both introductory sessions and reinforce-
ment throughout the course. The on-going development
mainly came through periodic feedback on submitted
journals.

The nursing course had an initial workshop which served
as a formative model for introducing students to the concept
of reflection. The concept was introduced to the students
using the illustration of a model of reflection (Boud, Keogh &
Walker, 1985). Some of the students’ reflective journals from
the first cycle were given as examples to demonstrate the
progress of reflection progression. The nursing course aimed
to facilitate students’ reflection upon contemporary nursing
issues. Students were encouraged to write down their
thoughts or impressions concerning the identified issues
provided by lecturers as their reflection exercises. Feedback
was given to the students each time they completed one of the
four required journal submissions as guidance for the future
reflective process.

The occupational therapy course had a similar intro-
ductory session during one of their first tutorials. Students
were introduced to the concepts of reflective learning and
given explanatory handouts. They were required to reflect,
analyse and critically evaluate activities they undertook
during the class in relation to their past experience, obser-
vations, and feelings. Discussion was engendered on the
concepts of reflection and its application in learning.
Reflective journal writing was introduced and guidelines for
writing journals distributed. Students were asked to keep a
journal of personal feelings and reactions to some learning
activities and then focus on an issue that they felt was of
particular significance.
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About half way through the semester, a tutorial session
was spent discussing ‘reflective learning’ and the problems
encountered in attempting to write their journals. Interviews
conducted at the end of the course showed that students had
generally evolved a working definition of a reflective journal
as one which showed personal feelings, ideas or impressions,
and would help to identify problems in their learning.
However, a non-reflective journal just showed the processes
of the clinical events with students soon forgetting what was
written in this type of journal.

Students in all the courses seemed to appreciate being
provided with good examples of reflective writing from
previous students. When providing examples it was found to
be better to offer several with as much variety of good
practice as possible. There was a tendency for students to
model their writing on the examples, so if a limited number
of samples were provided, the format of writing could be
constrained to one similar to the models on offer.

Format for reflective writing

The format for reflective writing and the periodicity of
requiring students to complete journal entries was a function
of the course. Clinical educators were provided with a small
notebook for journal entries. The intention of using note-
books was to avoid formal academic report-like writing and
to encourage the journals to be used more like personal
diaries. Provision of notebooks helped to demonstrate that
journal writing was different from other forms of academic
writing which are word-processed and handed in on stan-
dardised sheets of paper. The students were encouraged to
make notes on readings and reflect at home, at work and
during classes. It was reasonable not to restrict the structure
of the journal while students’ intrinsic interest was being
encouraged.

The other courses had more structured arrangements as a
result of the differing focuses for reflection. Typically
students were asked to hand in journal entries at intervals
during the course. These were not assessed but feedback on
the reflective writing was provided. At the end of the course
students were required to write a longer piece of reflective
writing which drew upon the earlier work. This final piece of
writing was part of the assessment so that reflective writing
was seen as integral to the course and students were
motivated to take it seriously.
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In the radiography course the reflective process was initi-
ally encouraged as an exercise separate from the clinical
assignments that were already in place. The students were
asked to keep journal notes on each placement they attended.
They were asked to review the placement in terms of the
objectives to be achieved, and to analyse their own success in
achieving them.

After two cycles of clinical experience with students writ-
ing separate reflective analyses, it was felt that the separation
of the reflective exercise from the more formal clinical
assignments reduced the students’ concentration on the
reflection exercise. Rather than make the reflection exercise
additional to the clinical assignments, it was agreed to
reformulate the assignments to more clearly include the
reflective process. At the first level, for example, the assign-
ments now require the students to discuss their own ability to
perform and assess the outcomes for the examinations and
procedures they are analysing. Similar adjustments have been
made at the second and third levels of clinical experience.

The physiotherapy course was interesting in that it had a
quite different format for reflection from the journal writing
used by the other courses in the form of a learning contract.
This has been discussed in detail in Chapter 5.

Structure of journals

No structure for the journals was provided in two of the
courses, one being nursing. Students were free to express
their views however they wished. Their discussion could be
based on library sources and references. However, it was
emphasised that their interpretations of the ideas and the
integration of nursing practice were of ultimate importance.
The clinical educators were asked simply to write something
in their journal in preparation for each of the weekly classes.

Occupational therapy journals were semi-structured. Brief
guidelines about journal writings were provided to occupa-
tional therapy students although they were not asked to
follow them strictly. Students were recommended to start
with describing their experience of learning during a parti-
cular learning activity, such as an interview situation or
visits. Then they could focus on some aspects that impressed
them most and explain their feelings in relation to their
strengths, capacities, fears, weaknesses, biases, etc.

An early attempt at structuring journals in the radiography
course showed that the provided structure should be kept to
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a minimum. Students were initially given a list of objectives
for each placement and asked to reflect on their progress
towards achieving them during the clinical period. Rather
than stimulating reflection, the provision of objectives
reduced most of the students to ticking objectives met and
making brief comments on others.

The revised reflective journal for the radiography students
was divided into sections. Firstly students were asked to
review their previous experience in relation to the clinical
objectives, then to state what progress they would like to
achieve over the course of the clinical block. They then set
specific objectives and reviewed progress for each individual
placement, and finally made an assessment of overall
progress at the completion of the block.

The students were also expected to complete written
exercises during the periods of clinical experience that were
designed to encourage them to investigate and reflect upon
clinical settings against their theoretical background. The
level of reflection was expected to increase as the course
progressed. At the first stage they were required to note and
discuss the manner and degree to which certain examination
types were used in a particular clinical setting. The second
stage required them to produce case studies of examinations
from a series of placements offering different experience. The
students reported on cases that differed, for some reason,
from the normal department procedure. At the third stage the
students made a comprehensive analysis of two clinical set-
tings they attended which included an analysis of their own
strengths and weaknesses as a member of the team. At each
stage the clinical assignments were incorporated into tutorial
classes at the completion of the clinical period.

The experience in the radiography course of providing
students with an over-structured journal format suggests that
the provision of extensive structuring in journals is likely to
stifle individual reflection and lead to stereotyped responses.
However, the provision of one or two headings, in courses
which desired students to reflect on specified topics, did seem
to serve a useful purpose. For the two courses which were
more open about the topic of reflection, an unstructured
format seemed essential.

Assessment of journal writing

The issue of assessment for grading purposes poses a
dichotomy for courses intending to incorporate journal
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writing. Assessing journal entries can discourage the process
of private reflection. There is also the obvious problem of
what might have been written for the student alone becoming
transformed into something quite different in an attempt to
gain better marks. Assessing journal entries tends to dis-
courage criticism and leads to polishing of work and a more
academic style rather than spontaneous reflection. However,
if the written entries are not assessed, students tend to take
journal writing less seriously or even not do it at all. Students
are highly assessment-driven and course-marking schemes
are usually treated as guidelines for the relative importance of
components of courses. This dilemma between discouraging
free expression and not motivating students to take the
journal writing seriously was illustrated by student quota-
tions in Chapter 4.

If the type of journal writing is loosely structured, the
importance of examining journal entries and providing
feedback is particularly high. Without any feedback there is
no mechanism for improving the reflective writing. For
example, a radiography student stressed the motivational
effect of feedback when he talked about assessment of jour-
nals. The importance of the writing making a significant
contribution to the assessment is also apparent.

‘If marks are given, it gives some sort of motivation to do it.
The motivational effect, however, is not great. For exam-
ple, if it carries five marks, I would be willing to hand it in.
If I hand it in, at least I might have three marks. The most
serious problem is having no feedback. They have to show
respect for the work of other people. They need to go
through, correct and talk with us when it is given back to
us. This would be the most important question. For
instance, even if they tell me I get full marks, I won’t care
much as I don’t know where my paper is right now and
they won’t give it back to you.’

Compromise position

In the main our courses strove for a middle position which
retained an element of freedom and privacy in journal writ-
ing while integrating it within the course and incorporating
elements from the journal writing in the assessment. It was
recognised that at least some early journal writing needed to
be examined so that developmental feedback could be given.
Grading this early writing, though, did not seem conducive to
encouraging freedom of expression. The problem of students
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failing to take reflective writing seriously if it was not
assessed was dealt with by including a final piece of reflective
writing in the assessment. This usually drew upon earlier
writing in some way so that those were taken seriously also.
For example, in the nursing course the students were required
to submit four journals at regular intervals throughout the
course and a final reflective paper. The journals were
unstructured and not marked. They were handed in so that
feedback could be given to students as guidelines for their
future reflective activities. A final reflective paper, which was
assessed, was to be submitted after the experience of all the
dialogue sessions. It was intended that the final paper should
be distilled from the four journals previously submitted.
Students themselves regarded marking as an effective and
essential feedback to their assignments. In an interview at the
end of the course, one of the students in the nursing course
stated:

‘In fact marking is a good thing. Without it, I would not be
able to know the quality of my journals. After they had
read our journals, they told us whether the content was
relevant to the topic during group discussion. But I think it
was not enough for every one of us. I would be able to
know my performance better if the papers are marked.’

An argument for having at least some reflective writing
assessed comes from the course which had the greatest
difficulty in persuading students to participate in journal
writing. Journal writing was introduced in the physiotherapy
course as a voluntary element but the majority of students felt
they had enough to cope with without having to keep a
journal as well! However, a handful were agreeable to trying
it out. The plan for keeping reflective diaries on an on-going
basis during the clinical placement raised little interest not
only among students but, as was found out later, also with
staff. However, despite that, most of the students tended to
agree that reflection would assist with better understanding
of, for example, a problem or interaction and hence, could
pave the way for improvement. The main reason given for
the students (and some clinical educators) being unwilling to
write journals on an on-going basis was because it would
consume too much of their time which they desperately
needed for searching for relevant medical and other infor-
mation necessary for the appropriate treatment of their
patients. Whether they were able to do this or not would
affect their chances of passing the placement.
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The conclusion reached was that courses needed to adapt
their format so that students perceived reflective writing as an
intrinsic component. However, the process of adapting the
course format needed both sensitivity and experimentation.
The course elements which signify centrality are assessing
journals, examining the writing in them and requiring stu-
dents to disclose at least some journal entries in tutorial
discussion. Yet if handled insensitively, each of these
measures could inhibit private journal writing. The courses in
this study attempted to evolve a format which signified the
importance of journal writing while still retaining some
element of the sanctity of personal reflections.

There is no easy answer to this dichotomy. The courses
studied for this project provided examples of the influence of
assessing or not assessing journal entries. Some intermediate
positions were also evolved in which the bulk of the journal
entries remained private but work derived from them was
assessed so that students had some incentive to participate in
journal writing. In deciding if assessing reflective writings is
appropriate or not, one should consider the format and the
nature of the writings.

Frequency with which journal entries are examined

A further aspect of the dichotomy over the privacy of journal
writing is whether, and if so, how often the lecturer reads
what is written in the journal. The issue of the frequency with
which journal entries are examined is bound up with the
purpose for which they are examined. The courses in this
study formed a spectrum in terms of how often the lecturers
examined the students’ journals. For the clinical educators’
course the journals formed the basis of weekly discussion and
of a final assignment but were not required to be handed in.

For the first round of the occupational therapy course,
students discussed their journal entries in formal discussion
sessions in class about half-way through the course. In an
interview at the end of the course, students generally showed
the need for more discussions about the content of their
journal. The quotations below are examples of some of their
statements.

e ‘Maybe the lecturer can arrange more discussions on
the journal writing. Discussions can help students to
know what they have learnt in the visit or in the journal
writing. The lecturer can further elaborate our
information.’
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e ‘Ideally, the discussion should be before and after the
journal writing, but I know that there is not enough
time for discussion. So, I think the discussion should
take place after journal writing.’

As a result of this feedback, arrangements were devised in all
of the courses for earlier and more frequent disclosure or
examination of journal writing. The disclosure could be in
the form of handing in journal entries to the lecturer for
comment and feedback. Alternatively, or as well as, part of
the journal entries could form the basis for small group dis-
cussion sessions. Either approach allowed the students to
gain feedback on their reflective writing and provided them
with encouragement to engage in further writing.

The arrangements indicate that various compromise
positions were adopted. Excessive intrusion into journals
would inhibit personal reflection and change the writing to a
more publicly ‘acceptable’ form. Yet no examination means
that the lecturers gain no feedback on understanding of the
course material and no opportunity to monitor and shape the
students’ development as reflective writers.

Overall the conclusion was that examination of journal
entries needed to be reasonably frequent if students were new
to reflective writing. Without frequent disclosure there was
no opportunity to provide feedback on the students’
development as reflective writers and no chance to assist the
students to evolve away from ingrained conceptions of
academic writing towards a more open reflective style. The
type of feedback can be varied and may include written
feedback and tutorial discussions.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed a range of elements within the
teaching and learning environment. In each it has shown how
the context impinges upon reflective learning. The chapter
has provided some suggestions about which factors are
important and discussed how they might be configured.

There are few aspects of teaching which have a clear uni-
directional impact on reflective writing; rather a course often
has to evolve towards an intelligent position between
dichotomies. The curriculum and teaching format needs to
achieve a balance between factors which act in combination
and are to some extent sensitive to each other.

Courses can differ markedly in terms of their content, the
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background of the students, the institutional climate and the
time and resources available. Each of these contextual ele-
ments should be taken into account in configuring a curri-
culum to promote reflective writing. Curriculum planning
should draw upon established wisdom but interpreted in a
way which is sensitive to the context.

Action research approach

Putting such a curriculum into practice in a situation will
undoubtedly require further fine-tuning to achieve a
balanced arrangement which suits a particular course and
learning environment. There are suggestions in this chapter
which should help the initial curriculum design. The action
research approach described is also appropriate for dealing
with implementation and adaptation to a particular context.

"An important element of the approach has been its
participative and collaborative nature. An aspect of this
which has perhaps been understated so far in the chapter has
been the involvement of the students. The writing has
focused at the meta-project level where findings were
synthesised from five course-level action research projects.
Student involvement has been much more apparent at the
course level, where they have been contributors to each of the
individual course projects. Indeed it has been essential to
have the involvement of, and input from, the many students
enrolled on these courses. Students’ reflection on the course
experience has directly or indirectly influenced all of the
strategies described. An example of the value of this input is
given by the following suggestions on how to introduce the
concept of reflection which will be incorporated into future
cycles.

e ‘I think if the lecturer lets the students in year 2 or year
3 or some graduate students to tell the year 1 students
what is the importance or the significance of reflective
journal writing. I think it will be more exciting than an
introduction by the lecturer ... It may arouse their
interest and they will become more active. ..’

e ‘I think that the lecturer has to explain the main aim of
reflective journals at the beginning of the year. And the
lecturer may use some guidelines for the student and
use journals of the past students as examples. And the
lecturer may help the students to discuss some topics
related to the lecture in class. Then, after discussion, we
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can jot down some notes and write the reflective
journal for the lecturer. I think this is the best way.’

To receive this type of response it is important to have a good
relationship with students so that informal feedback on
teaching can be gathered. It is also important to have a rig-
orous evaluation of the courses which is sensitive to student
opinion. In this study most of the data were qualitative and
gained from interviews. Data were also gathered from stu-
dent journals. These were examined to determine the level of
reflectivity reached by students, and seeing whether the
courses were meeting their objectives (Kember, Jones, Loke,
McKay, Sinclair, Tse, Webb, Wong, Wong & Yeung, 1999).

At the meta-project level, the collaborative and inter-
departmental nature of the project has been important.
Collaboration complicated the logistics of the project, as
even arranging a meeting time when all were free was quite
difficult. However, the logistical difficulties were out-
weighed by the benefits from the cross-fertilisation of ideas
and experiences between courses and teachers.
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Introduction

This is the second of the two chapters in which conclusions
about course and curriculum design are synthesised. This
chapter examines the way in which reflective journal writing
can be used as a stimulus for critical reflection through group
discussion. Many courses encourage or require students to
individually reflect upon their practice, usually through the
writing of a journal. Of these courses, a significant propor-
tion has a further stage in which students share some element
of their written reflection with fellow students and/or tutors.
This discussion normally takes place in a tutorial or seminar,
with the journal entries serving as a starting point or focus for
the discussion.

The chapter examines the impact of the following con-
textual elements on class discussions based upon written
reflection:

e the relationship between journal writing and tutorial
discussion

the dichotomy of making private written reflections
public through tutorial discussions

group size

the physical arrangement for discussions in class
inter-group interaction

the relationship between and the interaction of educators
and learners

e tape recording of discussion sessions

The synthesised conclusions considered how these various
aspects of the courses appeared to either hinder or promote
student reflection and discussion of that reflection.
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Comparison was made between two or more of the courses
studied in each case. For many of the conclusions all five
courses were drawn upon.

Journal writing by itself is seen as a valuable stimulus to
encourage reflection upon practice (e.g. Wagenaar, 1984;
Hahnemann, 1986; Bean & Zulich 1989; Cameron &
Mitchell, 1993). Discussion of reflective writing can add
further dimensions to the experience. Firstly the students
share ideas — they benefit from the insights of their fellow
students as well as their own. Many of the students also
perceive the discussion sessions as providing feedback upon
their written reflection. Finally, if the tutorial gels, the critical
discourse will serve to develop collective understanding.

The strategy of basing tutorial discussion upon reflective
writing can be located within a wider spectrum of interest
and research on tutorial discussion and small-group teaching
in general. Within this wider context there has been research
into relevant aspects of group behaviour, such as group size,
group dynamics, social pressure, group decisions, leadership
nature, group structure and their inter-relationships (see
Zander, 1979; Jaques, 1991, ch. 2, for reviews). There are
also several books which give valuable advice on how to
conduct small group teaching (e.g. Habeshaw, Habeshaw
and Gibbs, 1984; Jaques, 1991).

Despite this body of expertise there are still probably any
number of tutors who face such perennial problems as
unprepared groups, discussions dominated by individuals
and those awful silences. There are even greater numbers of
students with complaints about boring, irrelevant or
unproductive tutorials. This chapter does not guarantee to
eliminate boring tutorials. It does though, provide insights
into how journal writing can prepare students for tutorial or
group discussion and help in promoting valuable critical
discussion. For this wider issue of how to conduct stimulat-
ing and relevant small-group teaching the conclusions
presented in this chapter do have relevance. Basing the
discussion on journal writing usually resulted in students
being prepared for the tutorials and often generated lively
discussion and debate. ~

Relationship between journals and tutorial discussion

Journal writing can be a useful exercise in itself. Within a
taught course it is also commonly a precursor to critical
discussion within tutorial groups. The content and quality of
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journal writing can influence the nature and substance of the
dialogue. This in turn contributes to or, in some cases largely
constitutes the content and effectiveness of the course.

This section examines the way journal writing was utilised
within discussion or tutorial sessions. For the nursing and
clinical educators’ courses, journal writing formed the initial
substance or starting point for discussion topics. The other
three courses used the journal writings more as a way of
revisiting recent clinical experience sessions and collectively
reflecting upon them.

For the clinical educators, reading of journal items formed
a major component of the weekly class discussion. Each class
member was expected to read out at least one item from his
or her journal. They found discussion of journal entries
useful as it could result in more profound insights into the
topic. As one student reported:

‘“Take for example the discussion on the difference between
deep and superficial learning. Actually, I hadn’t thought
about it before. But during the sharing of the reflective
journal, someone had a little discussion on this. Suddenly, I
just realised that, take for example myself, during my
undergraduate study, I really learned in a very superficial
way. And also, I linked it to some experience when I’'m
teaching students.’

Tutorial discussion in the radiography group was devel-
oped from experiences recorded by the students in their
journals. Each student was asked to contribute one item they
had noted for discussion within the group. The discussions
were very free-ranging. Not every student necessarily con-
tributed an item though they were all encouraged to express
opinions.

There was evidence that the combination of journal writ-
ing and discussion resulted in more effective learning out-
comes than if the two elements were discrete. The quotation
below was made by a radiography student on the basis of his
three year’s experience in the course.

‘If we can’t think of anything at that moment, that is the
things which are not written down, we can find it out
during the discussion. At the same time, knowledge will be
greater as we may think of something suddenly which we
had not thought of before. Thus, I think if two of them are
combined, I think it will be better. It may not be so.effective
if they are separated.’
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Discussion drew out more from the journal entries both to
the writer and to others in the tutorial group. It was also
observed that the outcomes of the discussion contributed to
successive journal entries.

The combination of journal writing with group discussion
helped to avoid some of the most common problems of
tutorials or seminars. The process of writing served as pre-
paration for the meeting. Not every student was prepared for
every discussion, but the level of preparation was higher than
that usually found in tutorials, where it is by no means
uncommon to find that no students have made any pre-
parations, or perhaps just the student selected to write a
seminar paper for the particular session. The preparatory
aspect of journal writing also helps in overcoming the com-
mon problem of the deadly silence in tutorials. If students
know they will have to contribute at least one item from their
journals to the discussion, there is at least a starting point for
a discussion.

Making reflections public

There is something of a dichotomy in moving from journal
writing to tutorial discussion if the journals are seen as a
private domain for personal feelings. Students may feel
constrained from free introspection on their impressions and
feelings if they know that their journal writings will be made
public. Yet without some element of disclosure there can be
no discussion and no opportunity for sharpening insights
through communal critical reflection. The way this issue was
dealt with was to establish ground rules at the outset of the
course. In some cases these were proposed by the teacher and
accepted by the class. In other cases the ground rules were
developed in more tacit ways as a kind of group norm.

The ground rule in the clinical educators’ course was that
students should read out and comment on at least one entry
from their journals during the weekly classes. Students could,
therefore, choose to keep some reflections private while still
making a contribution to the class discussion. In practice the
possibility of keeping reflections private was rarely used, as
students tended to read all their reflections. Possibly the small
size of the class and the coherence it developed dissipated any
desire to keep reflections private.

The nursing course was one with less formally established
ground rules. The class was divided into eight groups of eight
to ten students for small group dialogue. Some students at
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first were quiet in some of the groups. The problem was
overcome very quickly when it seemed to be a norm that
everyone in the group had to speak before the session ended.
There was variation between groups with each group
establishing its own ground rules and peer pressure ensuring
that all made some contribution.

Overall, it turned out that we may have been more sensi-
tive about the issue of disclosing reflective writing than we
need have been. Keeping reflections private did not seem to
be a strong issue with the students. There seemed to be a
recognition of the benefits of sharing reflections. They gen-
erally recognised that making reflections public not only
benefited other participants in the group but also benefited
the speaker. This is illustrated by the retrospection of one
student.

‘... I used to share what I reflected with somebody. It
doesn’t matter who, maybe you, maybe my students, or
maybe my husband or maybe a friend. Discussion
strengthens my points and thinking, and because I know
that it is my weakness to find a way to express it. In that
reflection, I reflect on that too. So, it will lead me to a way
of solving it.’

Group size and arrangement for discussions

The courses had a range of group size and differing
arrangements for holding the discussion sessions. The size of
the groups were more a function of available resources than
conscious curriculum planning, though the variation
between courses did permit an examination of the influence
of group size on reflective discussion.

The clinical educators’ course had an unusually generous
staff to student ratio, because the course was new and
lecturers volunteered to participate. When classes were held,
the six students and three facilitators were involved in most
journal reading sessions. The classroom was arranged so that
chairs were in a circle and discussion could flow easily among
all participants. Students were well satisfied with the group
size which encouraged the interactions of participants.

The radiography group was divided into six tutorial
groups, with the number per group ranging between nine and
eleven participants, excluding the facilitator. The discussions
sessions occurred in the week following the end of the clinical
placement period and were incorporated into regular tutorial
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groups. When students were asked about the optimal dis-
cussion group size, their preference ranged from between six
and ten participants. The statements below give some reasons
for the proposed arrangement from a student’s point of view.

‘I think around five to six people, but it should not exceed
ten people. If it is over ten there is someone who is shy and
may not be able to speak out ... otherwise, there will be
someone who will not say anything. They won’t speak out
even if they think of something.’

The nursing course had to adopt more formal arrange-
ments as it had a staff to student ratio of three lecturers to run
the course for a class of 80. The class was divided into eight
groups with approximately ten students in each group. Two
of the lecturers had to work with three groups in one session,
and the other one was responsible for two groups. Students
were asked to take turns to chair their groups, with some
groups functioning better than others in this arrangement.
The following are the opinions of two students about the
arrangement.

e ‘I have mentioned that we often had group discussion
without a tutor beside us. I think a tutor should stay
with us during the discussion. Maybe our tutor had no
time to do so.’

® ‘You mean there are differences between group dis-
cussion with and without tutors present?’ (researcher)

e ‘It is better if a tutor gives us stimulation at the right
time during discussion.’

e ‘The number of lecturers is limited. Furthermore, they
have their own restrictions. For example, Tutor A was
responsible for three groups. It was difficult for her to
take care of each student’s need. They could not spend
too much time with each group, so they could only get a
very superficial understanding of each group’s discus-
sion and they could not notice the direction of our
discussion. As a result, the guidance they were able to
give us was limited.’

The experiences of the different courses show that group
size is important — if the group is too large reflective discus-
sion will be inhibited. The conclusions we drew are in line
with research into how the characteristics of groups alter
with size (Rice, 1971; Jaques, 1991). Groups with fewer than
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six members need little structure or leadership and tend to be
very fluid; more than six members and individuals become
less constrained by the norms of the group and more formal
structuring and leadership emerges if the group is to be
successful. Group sizes above about 12 are unsuitable for
reflective discussion as full face-to-face interaction decreases
and sub-groups begin to appear. If resources only allow for
class sizes above 12, it is better to split the class into smaller
groups — if necessary without a tutor as a leader. The
arrangement adopted in the nursing course of a lecturer
moving between two or three groups is not ideal but is better
than attempting to generate reflective discussion in large
groups.

When the class is large, a pyramid strategy can be used. At
the initial stages discussion can take place between pairs of
students. This ensures that everyone can contribute and
develop a position on the selected topic. The discussion from
the pairs is then taken to somewhat larger focus groups. In a
large class with one teacher, these will have to be student-led
but the teacher can move between the groups. The final stage
is at the whole class level when a spokesperson from each
focus group reports the group conclusion. There can be a
wider discussion at this level but it obviously becomes diffi-
cult for everyone to have a direct voice as the class becomes
larger. However, the pyramid structure means that everyone
can have input and a voice, even if this may be passed on
indirectly in the latter stages of the exercise.

Inter-group interaction

The extent of collaborative reflection is also an important
issue. Deliberate arrangements were made to increase the
extent of collaborative reflection in the nursing course, from
small group discussions to inter-group discussions. These
inter-group dialogue sessions aimed to provide opportunities
to share ideas as some of the groups had become rather
restricted in the breadth of their discussions. In the inter-
group sessions fellow students were invited to challenge
conceptual schemes presented. It was hoped that this would
broaden horizons or bring forward new perspectives for the
subsequent dialogue and journal writing.

In order to broaden the perspectives of students and induce
further stimulation, a combined group discussion, which we
called inter-group dialogue was planned. The large class was
originally divided into eight small groups, each concentrating
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on one theme in their reflective learning. In this instance the
eight groups were brought altogether in a'large class setting.
Each group would have 15 minutes to present their learning
and insights about the particular theme that they were
dealing with. They had the freedom to choose the method of
presentation, or the number of group members involved. The
common practice usually involved a few members speaking
on behalf of the group but all group members would present
themselves on the stage to respond to questions and com-
ments in the 15 minutes after presentation. After the group
had the opportunity to express their ideas and reflections to
the class, the class would then engage in dialogue with the
group, raise questions, challenge their viewpoints, or share
similar experience.

This arrangement was found to have at least two effects.
One was that the group itself had an opportunity to review
and revisit what it had learnt in the process. This organisa-
tion of ideas by itself could be reflective, mapping out the
analysis of the issue at hand. Secondly, the large class could
take an ‘outsider’ view, as well as an empathetic view of the
issue. As ‘outsiders’ of the group, they could highlight
viewpoints which were different from the orientation taken
by the small group. However, very often members in the
large class also could converge their experience with that of
the small group. The former situation could serve the pur-
pose of challenging assumptions, and the latter, confirming
hypotheses. These two components were essential to higher
levels of reflection.

Students also found the two types of discussion groups
useful and their functions different. The comment below was
made by a nursing student when being asked about the
impact of small group discussion.

‘In different groups, our discussion was different. As our
experiences are not the same, everybody is likely to express
their own ideas ... some classmates show their anger from
their work, we then have better advice to give to each
other. This can allow us to have a better discussion and let
us learn more.’

The inter-group sessions did seem to bring forward new
perspectives.

‘We can concentrate on subject matter in intra-group dis-
cussion. The ideas may not be creative enough. However in
inter-group discussion, our ideas can stimulate the others
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to think from other points of view. That is why we have
more new ideas in inter-group discussion. It helps us to
think deeply.’

Tape recording

Tape recordings of class discussions were originally intro-
duced purely as an observation or research technique.
However, in the clinical educators’ course, taping quickly
assumed a function which had never been envisaged at the
outset. The students saw the tapes as a valuable learning
resource and requested individual copies. All journal dis-
closures and discussion sessions were recorded. The record-
ings eventually achieved such perceived importance that
concern was expressed if recording was halted for reasons
such as the tape running out. The conversation would be
halted until the tape was replaced in case valuable discussion
was omitted from the tape.

The students seemed to view the recordings of their dis-
cussions as a substitute for lecture notes. There was little in
the way of content delivery in the class sessions. There were
set readings but the students soon came to see that the
essential ‘content’ of the course was the collective critical
reflections of the class discussion. They, therefore, wanted a
full record of this discussion. Tape recording gave them a full
and accurate record without restricting their participation,
which note-taking might have done. The content of the tape
recording could be used as a metaphorical stimulation for
reflection and play a significant role in enhancing a break-
through from routine, as one of the students stated in the
tutorial session.

“These two days, I thought about teaching methodology.
At first I couldn’t reflect. Then I listened to the recording
again and again. I quite agree that most of the students [the
receivers] need to have extrinsic and intrinsic factors. ..’

Other courses either decided to do no recording at all, or
made occasional recordings of selected discussion sessions
for evaluation purposes. The rationale for not recording
sessions was that discussion could be inhibited or that having
a record of the discussion served no useful purpose. There
was some evidence of the inhibiting effect of the presence of
tape recorders in the nursing course. In the initial stages of
the course taping of some sessions was attempted with
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unsuitable insensitive tape recorders. To obtain an audible
recording students had to hand round the recorder. When
suitable equipment was used, however, students usually
forgot about its presence after a while.

Given the value accorded the tapes by the clinical educa-
tion students, it seems worthwhile to ask students whether
they would find tape recordings of their discussion sessions
useful and if so whether all consent to the taping of sessions.
No recording should be attempted, though, unless suitable
unobtrusive equipment is available. The lecturers found
taping class sessions useful. The tapes provided a valuable
stimulus for their reflections on their teaching and a valuable
component of evaluations of the courses.

Conclusion

The chapter has examined critical discussion based upon
reflective writing. One conclusion is that the writing process
can serve as very good preparation for a tutorial discussion.
Indeed, given the levels of discussion within each of the five
courses, it can be seen as a very good strategy for avoiding
the pergnnial problems of students coming to tutorials and
seminars with limited preparation so that there is little or no
discussion.

The benefits, though, go well beyond ensuring that dis-
cussion takes place. Students found that the combination of
journal writing and critical discussion with colleagues led to
insights and knowledge which would not have come from
either element alone. Reflective journals in combination with
peer discussion proved to be a potent force towards students
constructing their own understanding. A range of elements
within the teaching and learning environment have been
discussed, in each case attempting to show how the variables
impinge upon reflective learning. There are few aspects of
teaching which have a clear unidirectional impact on reflec-
tive thinking. Rather a course often has to evolve towards an
intelligent position. The curriculum and teaching format
needs to achieve a balance between factors which act in
combination and are to some extent sensitive to each other.

This chapter has provided some suggestions about which
factors are important and how they might be configured.
Putting them into practice in a particular course or situation
will undoubtedly require further fine-tuning or action
research to achieve a balanced arrangement which suits a
particular course and learning environment.
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Introduction

This is the first of two chapters in which we re-examine the
nature of reflection. We analyse data from the extensive col-
lection of journal entries and interviews needed for the eva-
luations and investigations carried out for the work described
in the previous chapters. In most cases the analysis is from the
new perspective of looking at the nature of reflection, rather
than issues concerning teaching approaches or curriculum
design. We also draw upon are the conclusions developed in
earlier chapters about course design and teaching methods
appropriate for developing reflective thinking.

This chapter deals with affective aspects of reflection. It
was the purpose of this part of the overall project to inves-
tigate the students’ affective responses during reflective
learning, and to explore the consequences for personal and
professional development. The analysis on which it is based
examined students’ affective statements about reflective
thinking. Initial statements often showed negative reactions.
By the end of the course, though, most students made more
positive affective statements about reflective thinking. Hav-
ing a supportive environment provided by faculty and fellow
students seemed important when making this transition. The
nature of this support is not included in Figure 10.1 showing
our analysis of affective feelings on reflection, but there is a
section towards the end of the chapter which reports our
insights into how students can be eased through the initial
painful encounters with reflective thinking towards more
productive and comfortable positions.

Awareness of the affective responses and understanding of
the affective functioning that was provoked in returning to
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experience appears to affect the reflection process. Boud,
Cohen & Walker (1993) identified ‘barriers’ to reflective
learning which concern emotional factors and may inhibit
learners entering into a new experience. They also showed
though, that emotions sometimes serve as a shield to the
stress of returning to past experience. However, these may
spawn affective consequences that make reflection impos-
sible. If students and practitioners are to learn how to reflect
upon their daily experience, they need to know more about
the nature of the affect and its impact on reflective learning.
They need to envision the consequences of reflection and
recognise the implications of the emotional presence during
the process.

There is a lack of research and examination of the role of
affective responses in reflective practice and its impacts on
those who are learning to reflect upon the phenomenon of
practice. In this chapter though we show that affective
responses to attempts to create the type of curriculum ele-
ments intended to develop reflective practitioners were a
paramount concern of the students. How well the students
coped with this type of teaching and learning had a crucial
impact upon whether critical reflection occurred.

Analysis

The conclusions presented in this chapter were drawn from
the journal and essay entries and in-depth unstructured
interviews with students in the nursing course. Only six sets
of complete data were used for analysis. The characteristics
of the learners’ affective status were recognised by a content
analysis of these data. The interactions of the learners in
dialogue sessions were observed and recorded. The data from
the observation contributed to the construction of questions
for the subsequent interviews.

On the whole, most of their feelings were identified from
the data obtained from interviews. There were students
handicapped by devastating feelings while others were able
to engage actively in the reflection process by the acknowl-
edgement of these mixed emotions. Only a few managed to
describe their feelings when they were reflecting in their
journals at the interface of the individual role and their
practice. Others did not demonstrate awareness of their
feelings upon reflection, or they chose not to express their
feelings. The denial of the affective responses did not appear
to help them to enter into any reflection. The source of these
personal feelings should be confronted and transformed with
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the standard of rationality according to Boud, Cohen &
Walker (1993).

By the final stage of analysis it had become apparent that a
number of the identified themes were related. The most apt
way of representing these relationships seemed to be a hier-
archical clustering. The feelings could be readily sub-divided
into positive and negative. Under both positive and negative
divisions there were two further layers of categories.

Figure 10.1 shows the hierarchical categorisation of the
themes which were identified. There are three levels of cate-
gorisation. Firstly affective responses were divided into
negative or uncomfortable responses, and more positive
feelings displaying an increased comfort level. Secondly, the
identified themes were grouped into clusters. The left-hand
side of the table gives the two main themes. In the remainder
of the chapter the themes within their clusters are amplified
and illustrated with typical quotations from the examined
transcripts.

It should be stressed at this point that the categories apply
to affective responses. They cannot be used to ‘label’ students
since individuals could and did make affective statements
which were both positive and negative. Indeed a major aspect
of the findings discussed below, was a common shift from
negative expressions about reflection to more positive ones.

Uncomfortable feelings

The initial level of analysis divided the expressed feelings into
positive and negative categories. The stimulating and chal-
lenging feelings of their learning experience were frequently
reported as the positive aspects of the students’ affective
reactions. Concerning the negative reflective experience,
anxiety, fear and discontent were the three predominant
threats expressed. The negative feelings are dealt with first
here first because they reflect the temporal ordering of
emotions expressed by quite a number of students. Within
the initial division we will work down and across the
hierarchy, examining the three main sub-divisions:

e fear of new learning methods in general
e fear of specific aspects of a new learning method
e workload

Each of these sub-divisions had a number of themes clustered
within them. The themes are illustrated with quotations from
journals and interview transcripts.
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Discomfort

Greater
comfort

Fear of new learning
method in general :

Fear of specific
aspects of new
learning method

Workload §

Becoming a
reflective
practitioner

Collaborative
learning

K.
N

Anxiety related to new learning approach and to their
past learning experience

Expression of fear or uncertainty regarding the ability
to learn or cope with the new mode of learning

Found it difficult to reflect and write unstructured
journals with minimal guidelines

Frustrated in learning to master the concepts and skills
of reflective practice and reflective learning

Felt lost in identifying their role in reflection upon
professional issues that they prefer to reflect upon

Uncomfortable feelings come from the peer students'/
colleagues' attitudes that inhabited their expressions

of the personal ideas gained through reflective learning
Denial and rejection of reflective experience

Felt overloaded with reflective exercises and activities

Expressions of the stress and fatigue associated with
the excessive expectations from the faculty members
and peer students during the reflective activities

Felt frustrated by the limited time and energy allowed
to reflect, either in the clinical settings or in the
learning contexts

Increased comfort level when to certain extent
achieving the role of reflective learners or/and reflective
practitioners

Being able to enjoy reflective process

Felt able to handle the clinical, educational, and
administrative domain of experience in a more
efficient way

Emerging increased sense of commitment, satisfaction,
confidence, active involvement through the process of
reflective learning and practice with peers

Perspective modifications or transformation under
guidance and support as a result of actively pursuing
collaborative reflective learning

Personal Claimed helpful to individual personality development
development :

Valuing the reflective experience

Fig. 10.1 Hierarchical categorisation of affective responses

Fear of new learning method

It is notable that prior to initial attempts to write reflective
journal entries or engage in small group discussions of them,
most participants felt anxious, frightened and insecure. The
reason given was that this was a new learning mode quite
different to previous passive learning styles. This is clearly
illustrated by the following quotation from a student:
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‘In the past I was quite inflexible in my method of study. I
only revised what the teachers said was important. Now I
have to read books and find [relevant] material for myself.
Of course they are different ... very different, so I am not
able to cope with this [learning approach] ... I could not
decide what was right or wrong, the feeling was so inse-
cure. Through journal writing and sharing in the learning
process, I found that writing papers is very difficult. Maybe
I am still not familiar with the learning approach in tertiary
education.’

Fear of specific aspects of new learning method

Students’ anxiety was heightened by uncertainty over their
ability to reflect and master reflective skills. The anxiety level
was so intense that a student wrote:

‘I was distressed with the feedback from the lecturer, I
thought [ was inadequate . .. In fact  know that I could not
reach the standard ... I do not have the ability to write the
paper, and could not meet the requirement.’

Feelings of fear were common expressions since reflection
required the individual to think critically about their daily
practice. Although some students had little idea of the
grounds for their feelings, it seems that they were afraid to
reveal their inadequacy or incompetence at both a personal
and the organisational level. A student verbalised her strain
after reflecting upon daily practice:

‘Sometimes it makes me worry, for example, I noticed I
have done something in which I acted on impulse. In fact I
should not have done it in this way, I will never do it again.’

Unsettling feelings were evident when the individual was
unable to clarify and discriminate the conflicting values and
associated behaviours upon reflection. A student was aware
of her stress as she said, ‘I was very frightened when my ideas
were objected to by them [the peers]. I began to wonder if my
idea was too innocent?’ Boud, Cohen & Walker (1993)
claimed more negative affective consequences would follow
if the ‘barriers” were not properly handled. This notion was
supported by the view of another student who expressed her
distress when she made this statement: ‘I was even confused
when I had more discussion.’ In this circumstance, feelings of
incompetence and inadequacy are inevitable.
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The feeling of being abandoned was indicated when they
felt they did not have clear enough guidelines on the tasks to
be achieved. This feeling would subsequently impede the
learning process. A student indicated her learning difficulties
in relation to minimal guidelines when she commented:

‘It would be better if we had been given some more
guidelines ... I would perform better if I were given
guidelines such as topic questions from the beginning ...
We were worrying about our assignments when we sub-
mitted them because we did not know whether they were
correctly done.’

Workload

Some students commented that they felt overwhelmed by
excessive workloads or shortage of manpower and the pur-
suit of professional development. The issue of workload is
particularly relevant to adult students for a demanding job
and the pursuit of part-time study is never an easy combi-
nation. They were apprehensive that they could not perform
as expected. The following description reflects their frustra-
tion at trying to practice reflection while facing imminent
practical problems.

‘... Sometimes, frequently I could not reflect consciously
because I had my own difficulties and pressure with my
work. In fact people always have to make choices because
of the limitation of time and energy.’

Increased comfort level

The above sections show that many students went through
periods of quite intense discomfort and anxiety in their initial
encounters with reflection on practice. However, as the
course progressed the levels of anxiety diminished and more
positive statements became apparent.

Positive feelings about becoming a reflective practitioner

The students’ pattern of development was characterised by
negative feelings of anxiety or fear on entering the reflective
learning experience. Their feelings of ‘uncertainty’ dimin-
ished and they became more confident after they actively
participated in the reflective activities. The following excerpt
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illustrates the student’s positive feelings: “When I became
involved in [the reflective activities] I found that it was quite
interesting.’

Collaborative learning

The support system, discussed later, helped the students
become more confident in their ability to reflect upon their
practice. Student peers acted as both confidants and role
models in discussion sessions so more positive feelings
developed and students gradually mastered reflective think-
ing. As this developed, it enhanced further participation in
reflective practice. It was evident that the students showed
appreciation in the arrangement of the reflective learning
activities provided by the curriculum design as they asserted:

‘I can come into contact with nurses from different
hospitals and from different specialities ... I knew the
perspectives of my peer students who are the nursing
colleagues from different hospitals. ..’

In exploring the possibilities of modifying pre-dispositions
in practice, they regarded positively the function of colla-
borative learning. One student stressed the role of peers in
facilitating her reflective process:

‘... Later when I looked at the papers of others I found that
my ideas were incorrect. In fact I could apply it to my
working environment. I began to think in this way.’

Personal development

It is likely that when students commented that they had
deliberately made efforts to be positive in relation to this
learning process, they were able to turn the learning experi-
ence into an enlightening one. They consciously attempted to
tolerate the uncomfortable feelings during the initial stage or
before they were able to make further progress in reflection.
The stimulating learning experience promoted the prospect
of practising reflection. The narrative below shows a student
who succeeded in overcoming the threats originating from
the adverse feelings during initial reflective experience and
was able to make prominent progress in reflective learning
and practice.

The following series of quotations from one student
illustrate the transition from discomfort with reflective
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thinking towards much more positive feelings. The quota-
tions also hint at the role of fellow students and faculty
members in easing this transition.

‘I was afraid that I have nothing to report in the second
discussion session...

I was very frightened when they [the peers] objected to
my ideas. I began to think that my idea was too innocent?
... Then, I began to read books ... I was very happy
because the person who wrote the foreword of the book
shared similar ideas to mine ... They were the same as my
idea...

... because we have sophisticated discussion, we can have
a better understanding of the [professional] issue. Mem-
bers from other groups raise questions during the discus-
sion which can stimulate us to think more. Sometimes we
are too focused on one part. These questions may arouse us
to think from another perspective...

If I have arrived at an unfamiliar environment at work, I
would reflect frequently. Later I would consider whether
the procedure is appropriate and how to improve it...’

The support system

The peer group was shown to be a great support to the
development of the reflective process. Although group
discussion appeared to be threatening at the beginning, as the
trusting atmosphere developed they felt support from others.
To illustrate, one student stated:

‘... At first when I discussed with my classmates, they were
strongly against me ... As they did not have these ideas,
they objected to mine. However, when we had second
discussions on it, some of them began to remain neutral.
When we discussed it further, some of them even agreed
with me, so there was an integration of our thoughts ...
Small group discussion helped me a lot. The other students
are from different hospitals, different clinical units.
Sometimes, they talked about their experiences which I
have never heard before. ..

The sharing of perspectives provides salient opportunities
for learners to model necessary skills on reflection. Students
shared their positive feelings with others about the success of
putting theoretical knowledge into practice through peer
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dialogue interactions. With collaborative learning, the lear-
ners will feel more confident. Students are then empowered
to take risks and question values and opinions held by those
who practice their personal knowing.

Some students appreciated the presence of the faculty in
the dialogues with their peers during the reflective learning
experience. Students indicated the importance of trust
building between the faculty and students in this study. The
following quotation expresses this feeling:

‘Of course, it’s useless [to reflect alone] because I believed
that I still cannot facilitate my self at this stage, I still need
help, so I prefer discussion with a tutor. They can help us
when there is need. I know that some tutors were very
patient in explaining to the students.’

Discussion

The difficulties that students faced in adapting to the new
method of teaching and learning is apparent from the quo-
tations. For most of the students, their previous educational
experiences could largely be summed up as didactic teaching
and passive learning. Abandoning this mode, by having to
take greater responsibility for their own learning, was
obviously a quantum leap for the students.

What is particularly difficult about making the transition is
that it is hard to give precise directions about what should be
done and the final goal of reflective thinking and learning
cannot be defined succinctly. Students who have grown used
to receiving well-defined procedures and knowledge are
faced with a journey entailing an ill-defined route towards an
uncertain destination.

Conceptual change

Students have to make several associated conceptual changes
in developing the ability to reflect upon their practice. Firstly,
for our students at least, the approach to teaching was quite
different from that which they had been accustomed to. In
their previous experience the process of learning had largely
been a passive role of absorbing transmitted material as
directed by the teacher. The introduction to reflective
thinking required students to adopt a more active approach
to learning with the teacher taking a less directive role.
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If the method for introducing reflection on practice
involves reflective journal writing, as it normally does, then
students have to adapt to a different form of writing. They
have to unlearn practices which they will have been taught
for most of their academic career. No doubt they have been
taught that good academic writing cites academic autho-
rities, is in the third person and the passive voice. In reports
they are taught to focus upon outcomes.

If they are to become reflective writers they will have to
learn that this alternative form of writing is characterised by
the very qualities they have been taught to avoid. The sub-
stance of reflective writing is personal, and values, opinions
and feelings are expressed. The struggle to achieve outcomes
is often as valuable as the outcome itself.

Developing conceptions of knowledge

What is less readily apparent in the transcripts but is clearly
implicit nevertheless, is the need for the students to develop
appropriate conceptions of knowledge if they are to suc-
cessfully engage in reflective thinking and judgement. This
finding shows that the affective dimension is associated with
any development through the seven stages of reflective jud-
gement proposed by King & Kitchener (1994), reviewed in
Chapter 1.

King & Kitchener’s model of reflective judgement (1994)
asserts that the ability to make reflective judgements about
ill-structured problems is conditional upon reaching a suffi-
cient development stage with respect to epistemological
assumptions about knowledge (see Chapter 1). They argued
that those in the lower developmental stages, in which
knowledge is viewed as having a degree of certainty, would
find it difficult to engage in reflective thinking.

The discomfort shown by students in attempting to employ
reflective thinking and their reluctance to abandon the
didactic teaching/passive learning view of education are
indicative of pre-reflective thinking. The statements from
students classified under the discomfort branch of the clas-
sification hierarchy are replete with terms such as ‘right’,
‘wrong’, ‘correctly done’, ‘ideas were incorrect’. The
information collected was insufficient to place students in a
precise category of the reflective judgement model, but
clearly students were at that time in one of the first three non-
reflective levels because they saw knowledge as absolute.

The preference for a continuance of didactic teaching is
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another indicator of their level. Where knowledge is viewed
as a commodity with a high degree of certainty, a preference
for didactic teaching makes a great deal of sense. The role of
the teacher is that of the expert who can pass on a body of
verified knowledge. The students see their role as absorbing it
as well as possible.

The transcript material classified under the more positive
branch shows evidence of students who have struggled to
higher level conceptions of knowledge. It becomes apparent
that students who have reached the higher levels see
knowledge as something which is constructed. It was hard to
make precise comparison with King & Kitchener’s levels,
particularly since their level definitions were given in terms of
an individual. In their statements, which refer to knowledge
being constructed, our students appeared to see it as a
socially constructed phenomenon.

Assisting the change

There is a large body of research into changing student
- conceptions which shows how difficult the process is (e.g.
Champagne, Gunstone & Klopfer, 1985). Strike and Posner
(1985) characterise cognitive change in terms of advances,
retreats and periods of indecision. As the project revealed, the
literature suggests that students need to go through phases of
disequilibrium and then re-conceptualisation.

From the field of science education, Champagne, Gun-
stone & Klopfer (1985) report changes in student concep-
tions of physics phenomena after several day-long sessions
of ideational conflict but quotations from some of the
students illustrate the demanding nature of the process. In a
wider context, the pioneering work of Lewin (1952) on
bringing about social change through group decision-
making suggests a three-step procedure: unfreezing, moving
and freezing of a level. Nussbaum & Novick (1982) and
West (1988) suggest that, in an educational context, a
similar three-phase process be required to bring about
conceptual change. These are:

e A process for diagnosing existing conceptual frameworks
and revealing them to the students.

e A period of disequilibrium and conceptual conflict which
makes students dissatisfied with existing conceptions.

e A reconstruction or reforming phase in which a new
conceptual framework is formed.
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Chapters 4 to 9 have discussed at length the authors’ own
conclusions about helping students along this path. Many of
the students started with a set of related beliefs about
teaching, learning and knowledge. Most of their learning
experiences had been as passive recipients of knowledge
presented didactically by a teacher. The teacher or the edu-
cation department defined the content of the syllabus so the
students came to see knowledge as something decided by
experts which they had to absorb and reproduce in exam-
inations.

Developing them beyond this set of beliefs required more
student-centred approaches to teaching and learning. Rather
than sitting passively in class, they were active in constructing
knowledge. Not all the information came from the teacher
following a designated syllabus. Instead they were led to
recognise that their own experiences were of value and it was
legitimate for them to determine which areas of knowledge
were valuable to them.

Care had to be taken in weaning students away from
didactic types of teaching and learning, with which they were
familiar, towards ones which placed greater responsibilities
in their own hands. ‘Dropping them in at the deep end’
would no doubt have left many drowning. It was important
to structure the teaching arrangements so that support came
from both teachers and fellow students.

In terms of helping students to deal with the affective
dimension, the resistance of learners to taking an active role
in the acquisition of reflective skills needs to be addressed. It
is essential to develop strategies to minimise the students’
feeling of lack of guidance and support during the initial
learning experience. There is little doubt that these learners’
past learning experiences exert a great deal of influence on
their dispositions towards personal and professional devel-
opment. The role of the supportive teachers is to provide
students opportunities to talk privately about their reflective
experience. This assists the individual in rationalising the
anxiety-filled situations. They will be more capable of con-
fronting their tacit assumptions about teaching and learning
and ready to make the paradigm shift towards reflecting
upon practice.

In the transcripts, mention of group discussion often
occurs in conjunction with evidence of belief that knowledge
is constructed and thus a higher level of comfort in
employing reflective thinking. We feel this conjunction
strengthens our findings that group discussion is an impor-
tant element in helping students develop critical thinking
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abilities. It seems to work towards both developing more
appropriate conceptions of knowledge and a better under-
standing of the nature of reflective thinking and writing.



Chapter 11
Triggers for reflection

David Kember

Introduction

This is the second chapter in which the nature of reflection is
re-examined. In this chapter the emphasis is upon the starting
points or the triggers for reflection. What is it which stimu-
lates professionals to reflect upon their action? In examining
our database we discovered that there were many ways in
which reflection had been triggered. These starting points
were structured into a hierarchical classification scheme.

Included within the scheme were the instances of reflection
following a hiatus or unusual case in professional practice.
We also, though, found many cases in which reflection had
been deliberately stimulated. These occurred both in
professional practice and in an academic context.

Examining the various ways in which reflection had been
triggered we came to a re-examination of the breadth of the
construct of reflection. The data suggested the value of a hol-
istic view. This chapter seeks to provide a wider perspective.

In concert with one of the main themes of the integration
of theory and practice, there is a discussion of the ways in
which reflection is triggered in professional practice and in
arranged post-mortems, and in theory and clinical practice in
academic settings. Both contexts show that reflection can
follow a more difficult case in the clinical setting, or a
situation can be arranged to stimulate the reflective process.
Various strategies used in the case studies to arrange and
stimulate reflective thought are discussed. In examining these
cases we become involved in a discussion of the process of
reflective thinking as an individual and a group activity.
Taken together, the examination of the triggers for reflective
thinking shows that the breadth of the concept of reflection is
broader than that portrayed in some of the literature which
takes a compartmentalised view following from a particular
disciplinary tradition.
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The analysis went through several stages. Initially the
collected statements on reflection were examined for broad
areas of significance. This chapter is concerned principally
with triggers for reflection but does draw upon other broad
categories as there were several other topics of interest which
were conceptually related to this theme. The team then
attempted to categorise the triggers for reflection. After two
stages of refinement, the hierarchical scheme shown in Figure
11.1 was developed. The boundaries of the hierarchy were
limited by the collected data-set. Had more data been avail-
able from practice or professional situations it would almost
certainly have been possible to sub-divide the professional
node into further sub-branches.

Trlgger for reflection

Problem (A) Stimulus (B)
Individual (D) Involving others Professional Academic
/\ \/(G)
Others help to Others Prompted by (H)
solve problem cause the problem

) (F)

Questioning (1) Discussion Journal writing Learning
J) (K) contracts (L)

Figure 11.1 Hierarchical relationship between triggers

It should also be noted that, as with any classification
system, it is often difficult to devise categories which are
mutually exclusive. A common example for this study
occurred over the academic/professional distinction. Cases
which were not always clear cut in this respect were those
involving professionals, who were also part-time students,
reflecting upon their professional practice during a class
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session. Similar dichotomies arose with full-time students
during their periods of professional practice.

Themes

Having developed the hierarchical classification scheme for
triggers to reflection, it was found that several of the themes
of interest which emerged from the original collection of
statements about reflection could be exemplified through one
or more of the categories in the hierarchy. These main themes
are listed below.

(1) Reflection can occur through stimuli other than
problems or disturbances to the normal routine. The
stimuli may be encouraged or arranged.

(2) Reflection can be both an individual and a group
activity. Group discussion can serve well as a spur to
reflection.

(3) Reflection can and does take place in an academic
environment. This includes the theory part of
programmes and not just the professional practice
component. '

(4) The transcripts revealed several strategies, such as
questioning, discussion and journal writing, for pro-
moting fruitful reflection.

(5) Reflection is a broader concept than that portrayed in
some literature on the topic, which tends to refer only to
the context of professional practice.

The relationship between the themes and the trigger cate-
gories is shown in Figure 11.2. The themes are given in italics
and their relationship to the trigger categories indicated by
the boxes. To aid the reader in following the arrangement of
the chapter, the themes have been numbered from 1 to 5 in
the above list and on the diagram. Categories within the
hierarchy which are discussed in the text have been lettered
from A to K. Headings within this chapter are followed by a
number or letter in parentheses to indicate which theme and/
or element of the trigger hierarchy is discussed.

The chapter will now illustrate the categories in the
hierarchical classification system of the triggers for reflection
through quotations which are typical of those in that cate-
gory. At appropriate points in this exposition the five themes
above will be addressed.
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Trigger for reflection
Problem (A) Stimulus (B)
1. ReXection is not confined
to following a hiatus but
can bg stimulated
Individual (D) Involving others Professional Academic
2. Reflection can be both agrindividual ©) (G)
and a group aw
Others help to Others Prompted by (H)
solve problem cause the problem 3. ion can be prompted

(E) /(F)

in both professional and
agademiccontents

[\

Discussion

)

Questioning (1)
4. Ways to trigger
reflection

Journal writing

(K)

Learning
contracts (L)

5. Reflection is a broad concept

Figure 11.2 Themes and triggers

Reflection following a problem (A)

Schon (1983) believed that the thought processes underlying
much of the routine work of professionals takes place almost
unconsciously. In standard cases professionals display an
almost unconscious routine which Schén calls knowing-in-
action. Reflection-in-action is reserved for cases and situa-
tions which do not come within the normal routine.

“There is some puzzling, or troubling, or interesting phe-
nomenon with which the individual is trying to deal. As he
tries to make sense of it, he also reflects on the under-
standings which he surfaces, criticises, restructures and

embodies in further action.’

(Schon, 1983, p. 50).

Atkins & Murphy (1993) reviewed work on the mechan-

ism for reflection and
(Mezirow, 1981; Schon,

concluded that most authors
1983; Boud, Keogh & Walker,
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1985; Powell, 1989) shared a common understanding. Their
synthesised model consisted of three stages:

e awareness of uncomfortable feelings and thoughts
e critical analysis
® new perspective

The discomfort mentioned in the first point would occur
when a practitioner was dealing with a typical ill-defined
problem, of the sort which are faced in normal practice, but
one in which standard ways of tackling the issue or normal
frameworks for understanding the problem did not seem to
apply. This would lead to a trigger point occurring with the
realisation that knowledge possessed was insufficient to
explain what was happening in a unique situation. This self-
realisation brought on a sense of inner discomfort. Our data
included the following examples which illustrate this
position.

e ‘If a duty can be carried out smoothly as a normal
procedure, I rarely make reflection. But for some
emergency cases such as bleeding, I have to consider
immediately the way to help the patient especially when
our unit has so many new instruments.’

e ‘Of course I will make reflection after I do something
wrong. Otherwise I am quite passive. Whether I will do
reflection depends on the frequency of happening of the
matter. If an experience happens frequently, it can’t
catch my attention.’

e ‘If your work is always smooth, you will not think
about the issue. For example, a patient asks me what
kind of food he should avoid. If I don’t know the
answer, I’ll reflect on the reason as it makes me feel
embarrassed.’

Stimuli to reflection (B and 1)

The notion that reflection follows a hiatus, problem, or
perturbation to routine practice is common within the
literature on reflection based on the context of profes-
sional practice. However, in our data we also found
considerable evidence of reflection triggered by stimuli or
events which could not be viewed as problematic or
unforeseen.
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The term stimulus is used as the category label and
encompasses a range of catalysts to reflective thinking. The
situations include meetings, reading items, discussions and
planned events. At times the stimulus resulted from a normal
part of the daily timetable, in other situations the informants
deliberately set out to arrange or plan situations and condi-
tions which would stimulate reflective thinking.

The discussion on reflection in an academic context, which
follows, contains many quotations illustrating reflection
triggered by a stimulus. These occur in both the professional
practice component of courses and the theory part. There are
examples where the strategies for promoting reflection have
been deliberately planned into the curriculum. There are also
examples of students spontaneously reflecting following the
discovery of stimulating material or ideas. The example
below shows a student stimulated by a clever solution by a
more experienced fellow student.

‘I have seen an impressive case which was performed by a
higher level student. It was also portable [X-ray] projec-
tion. We went to the ward. There was a patient who had a
multiple fracture. The records showed that it was frac-
tured. There was a crutch. The doctor required us to give
him a lateral cervical. At that time, the crutch had covered
it. The higher level student told the doctor but the doctor
insisted. The higher level student did not use 90-degree
view but used 70-degree view instead. I think the higher
form students has reflected on his basic knowledge and
made a modification.’

Stimuli in a professional context (C)

There was, though, substantial evidence that this category
was not confined to the academic sector. There were exam-
ples of professionals being stimulated to reflect and of
deliberately setting out to create conditions which would
stimulate reflection. The first example refers to a clinician
thinking about her normal practice in a different way.

‘In the past if somebody asked me to set up instruments for
occupational therapy, I would do it immediately. I would
not consult anybody. Now, for the same case, I will ask for
advice before I make any decision. I was quite confident
and always thought I was the best. But now I realise that I
can learn something in this way.’
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The second example is a case where work practices have
been re-planned so as to encourage reflection within a small
team.

‘I am always trying to improve the quality of clinical
reasoning. But I must admit, there are times when the case
demand on workload is high, so that even though I may
prepare the things well, I have to do more evaluation on
past clinical blocks. It is not that easy, because we don’t
have enough time for that. But now, because we have an
education sub-committee, at least the six clinical educators
will come together regularly. I think it is a good time to
reflect and know what is the situation now. Then we come
up with better ideas than the individual clinical educators
might have.’

Reflection as an individual or a group activity (2)

In Schon’s (1983) work the descriptions of reflective thinking
mostly refer to the thought processes of individual profes-
sionals. Even when discussing the education of future pro-
fessionals (Schoén 1987), case studies can refer to the
reflective thinking of individual students with guidance from
a master practitioner. The idea of an individual reflecting on
his or her own actions has sufficient currency that the term
self-reflection is widely used. von Wright (1992, p.61)
defines self-reflection and points out its limitations.

‘Self-reflection implies observing and putting an inter-
pretation on one’s own actions, for instance considering
one’s own intentions and motives as objects of thought.
Here, one’s knowledge of oneself is in principle as ‘indirect’
as that of another observer, and may be even less reliable —
a person may not always be the best judge of his or her
intentions . .. when I reflect about my own intention, I step
back, as it were, and interpret it, and this interpretation is
fallible, like all interpretations.’

Habermas (1974, p.29) also warns that there are dangers
associated with solitary self-reflection.

‘The self-reflection of a lone subject ... requires a quite
paradoxical achievement: one part of the self must be split
off from the other part in such a manner that the subject
can be in a position to render aid to itself ... in the act of
self-reflection the subject can deceive itself.’
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The work of Habermas underpins the critical model of action
research (Carr & Kemmis, 1986). The integral reflective
process of this form of action research is normally regarded
as a group process. It is suggested that group discourse
provides a mechanism by which participants become aware
of unconscious assumptions or false perspectives. Mezirow
(1981; 1991) and Mezirow & Associates (1990) describe the
outcome as a perspective transformation.

In our data we found evidence of reflection as both an
individual experience and a group activity. Some seemed to
seek solitude to quietly reflect upon their own activities.
Others needed a stimulus from one or more colleagues for
reflective thinking to occur.

Individual (D)

The individual reflectors often spoke of the need for quiet,
relaxing conditions before they could reflect upon their
activities. The hustle and bustle of the professional routine
was mentioned as a constraint upon reflective thought. Those
who felt they should reflect upon their practice, seemed to set
aside time in a sanctuary for reflective thinking.

‘My own setting is so busy that there is no time for me to sit
back and concentrate on certain issues. My own working
environment does not allow this. I do not have my own
table and the station is crowded around with patients. So
the only time for me to reflect is lunchtime and after work.’

Group solutions (E)

Some seemed to find individual reflection difficult and
needed to share the process with another. They used others,
often one other, as a sounding board for working through
their thoughts.

‘I need to share what I reflect with somebody. It doesn’t
matter who, maybe you, maybe my student, or maybe my
husband or maybe a friend. With these, it strengthens my
points and thinking, and because I know that it is my
weakness to find a way to express it. So, it will lead me to a
way of solving it. I would ask others or somebody who
shares this feeling to help me to reflect.’

Others found that the different perspectives of others could
lead to new insights.
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‘But during inter-group discussion, a classmate mentioned
she once wanted to do [...] but it was not practical because
paper was too expensive. I found out the solution imme-
diately. This is a real example. We came from different
hospitals and the examples made me think more.’

There were also numerous examples of the value of group

discussion as a stimulus to reflection.

‘In the first meeting I found that I could learn something
when I tried to listen to others’ ideas. For example, sharing
our incidents. I gave my response and I experienced their
feelings. I began to have the patience to listen to them.
Then I analysed what they said and gradually I became
very happy. Each member of the group was so open-
minded. We affected each other and gave responses to
other’s opinions.

Others causing a problem (F)

As well as these examples of group reflection leading to
fruitful outcomes, there were instances where the need for
reflection resulted from the action of others. These examples
were classified under the problem branch of the hierarchical
tree because they were interpreted as reflection on problems
caused by the actions of others.

‘For example, you know your Head dislikes some things.
You know how to do it the next time when you have tried
it and displeased him. If your Head is an anxious person,
you have no reason to do something which he hates. At
first you did it and he abused you because you didn’t know
that. So you will never do it again.’

The example below is an interesting one of others creating

a problem which can be solved through joint reflection.

‘The problem that I constantly think about is about how I
deal with my colleagues. I feel dissatisfied with their per-
formance. However, in my position as a senior nurse with
my nursing officer, what advice I have given them may not
be accepted by them, even though I try to be more humble
or friendly. So once I find the problems, I will give some
suggestions first, but sometimes I think it is no use. I always
reflect about these problems when I meet with my nurse
officer. We always do the reflection together and try to find
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a better method to adjust our junior staff to do their
performance better.’

Strategies for promoting reflection in an academic context
(G and 3)

Much of the more recent literature on reflection has dealt
with the concept in a professional situation. This is pre-
sumably because of the impact of Schon’s work. Further-
more, a substantial part of the educational literature referring
to reflection does so in the context of programmes with a
professional orientation. More specifically, the term is most
frequently found in connection with the professional practice
component of such courses.

The wider sense of reflective thinking in the way in which
Dewey (1933) used the term is still to be found. However, by
comparison to the mountain of writing on reflection in a
professional context, the molehill of work retaining the more
holistic sense of reflection has become overshadowed.

Even though our wider study was of professional educa-
tion courses, there were numerous examples of reflective
thinking which were not in the practice context. The reason
was that a key feature of each of the courses was that they
attempted to encourage reflection during the theory part of
courses — not just the practice component. The main ratio-
nale here is an attempt to bridge the theory/practice divide.
Reflective practice has been touted as a way of bridging the
gap (e.g. Clarke, 1986; Tichen & Binnie, 1992; Conway,
1994) confining it to the professional practice component
will obviously not help in this respect.

In the case of post-registration or in-service courses, it is
possible for students to reflect upon their current practice.

‘Small group discussion helped me a lot. They [fellow
students] are from different hospitals, different wards.
Sometimes, they talked about their experiences which I
have never heard before. For example, patients with kidney
disease and those on TB drugs. They shared their experi-
ences and practices. I can remind myself what to do when I
face similar situations. Reflective learning is like a light
bulb in my mind, it will switch on suddenly but I have
never written it down, so I think I have not done it
completely.’

The pre-registration or pre-service courses also attempted
to stimulate reflection. This was seen as important so as to
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send out a reflective practitioner into the workplace. As the
students did not have professional experience to draw upon
the introduction to reflection upon clinical experience had to
be structured into the programme.

‘I always encourage the students to think over what sorts of
things they have to do. Sometimes, I give them a diagnosis
before I bring in the case. After they have a look at the case,
I will then ask them what sorts of things they would like to
perform before they go out to do it during the initial
assessment. In this case, they have the time to think it over
first. Especially for the earlier level students, because they
always perform in a group, I feel it is the right time to bring
in such case. But for high level students, I would let them
do it in their own time.’

Prompting reflection in an academic context (H and 4)

The interviews and journals revealed a number of strategies
which teachers or clinical educators used to stimulate
students to reflect. Those which involved interaction with
others were divided into two categories of either discussion
sessions or the use of questioning techniques. The courses
also featured the use of reflective journal writing as a
stimulus to reflection.

Questioning (I)

Students could see the value of questioning and guidance.

‘[...] really stimulated me to understand the [...] case more
through her questioning. Actually, she let me think more
about the theory behind the treatment. I found her
guidance was useful, too.’

An interesting example below shows that the questions of
the students can stimulate a clinical educator to reflect. In
return the clinical educator uses questioning techniques to
prompt student reflection.

‘Students always ask you questions and ask you ‘Why is it
like that?” “Why can’t I do something like that?” With this
kind of questioning, it will form some kind of stimulant.
You will need to collect your knowledge and experience in
order to analyse all these things. And after the evaluation,
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you need to give feedback or results back to the students. I
think it is so important especially in this contemporary
society. What is taught to the students may always change
from what we have learnt before. So I need to adjust my
experience and adjust my attitude, so that I will not be
outdated. So I think it is quite important and useful for me.
I will try to guide the students to use this kind of reflection
process for them to learn. So I always use those stimulating
questioning words like, why, what, which, how, in order to
make them think.” (clinical educator)

However, not all questioning was conducive to reflection.

‘When you are in the placement, there are some clinical
instructors asking you some questions. In Year 1, they
assume you don’t know and you will ask them definitely.
But if you are Year 2 and Year 3, although what they ask is
called questions, and they will also encourage you to ask
them back. Actually the feeling they give you and their
attitudes show that they assume you must know it, or you
have asked other staff in that hospital. They never think
you will ask them questions back. There are many times
that they will ask whether you have an opinion or whether
you have anything to ask, you sure say no. There is another
situation that if you see the clinical instructor is in hurry to
have a meeting and he has many things to do, he will ask
you whether you have something to ask. You don’t want to
hinder him doing his job and you say no.’

The questioning needed to be open-ended and stimulating.
The manner of the questioner was also important. The
student needs to feel safe and unthreatened for reflection to
occur.

‘I think it depends on the encouragement given by the
people around you. For example, among all the place-
ments, I reflected most in the [...] Hospital. It is because
their seniors are very nice and they will encourage you all
the time if you do well. They will not leave you in a room,
of course you do your job by yourself, but they will see you
regularly and ask about the progress. If they think you do
quite well, they will encourage you. And the staff are rather
nice. If you have anything you don’t understand and ask,
or if you have some new ideas and ask him if they work,
they will love to discuss with you. I think it depends on the
environment. If you ask me about the situation which
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encourages me to do most in my three-year university life, [
guess it is a friendly and safe clinical situation.’

Discussion (])

The questioning was normally on a one-to-one basis.
Stimulation for reflection also occurred through organised
group discussions. The way in which these are structured is
important as not every group discussion results in reflection
by any means.

‘At first, none of us are familiar with the topic so we didn’t
have any materials for reflection. After the discussion and
challenging by classmates we can discuss it further. Fur-
thermore, there is a presentation again. There may be new
findings and we can also respond to another’s challenge.
This three-stage method may help.’

Again the role and approach of the tutor is important.
Didactic approaches are unhelpful. Students need to be
challenged and stimulated to work things out for themselves,
but given enough support and guidance to do so.

‘Although they didn’t write up or they didn’t verbally tell
us the definition, they really demonstrated that they have a
lot of knowledge on this. Like when we are sharing our
reflective journals during the class, I find that they can
easily link up some of the experiences with the theory and
they can easily add up a lot of points for us to think about
and to share and to stimulate us to continue the reflective
process. I think they demonstrated in the way of teaching
while concerning the definition or the knowledge of
reflection. I think they let us explore this rather than just
telling us, [...] means “blah blah blah”.’

Chapter 9 dealt with the role of discussion in promoting
reflection in some detail.

Journal writing (K)

Journal writing was also successful as a spur to reflective
thinking. The nature of the writing process means that,
initially at least, it is an aid for self-reflective thinking. The
reflective writing can be revealed to others and used as the
material for group discussion. In this case journal writing
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serves as both a tool for individual reflection and a source of
stimuli for group reflection.

For more information about prompting reflective thinking
through journal writing see Chapters 5 and 8.

Learning contracts (L)

The reflective journal is undoubtedly the most common
written format used to encourage reflection. It was also
found, though, that learning contracts could be an effective
spur to reflection. The use of learning contracts is discussed
in Chapter S.

The breadth of reflection (5)

By examining accounts of what triggers reflection, this study
came to the view that reflective thinking should be seen as a
widespread phenomenon in the sense in which Dewey (1933)
wrote about it. That it has had such an impact upon the
professional practice literature has tended to relegate the
application of the construct in a wider context to a place in
the shade.

Of importance to the academic community, is the recog-
nition that reflection can take place in an academic context
and not just in an environment of professional practice. For
programmes of professional practice, reflection can take
place in both the university setting and the professional
practice component of the course. Indeed, if reflection is seen
as a bridge between theory and practice it is important that it
is actively promoted within the theory parts of the course and
not confined to the practice situation.

The study showed clearly that reflection is not confined to
situations which are problematic. Rather, it can follow from
a stimulus, and further this stimulus can be a deliberately
arranged event. For the educator, this implies that
programmes can be arranged so as to stimulate reflection.

Of the panoply of inter-laced themes which have emerged
from the transcripts, the most important for the educator is
perhaps that reflective thinking can be stimulated. It is not
confined to professional practice and it does not just occur
following a hiatus. Rather, it is possible to stimulate reflective
thinking in both the theory and practice parts of professional
development courses.

Examples here have shown students stimulated to reflec-
tive thinking through a variety of methods, which illustrates
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the contention that reflection can be both an individual and a
group activity. Journal writing is commonly employed as a
stimulus for individual reflection and journal entries can then
serve as a spur for group discussion and reflection. Indivi-
duals and groups can be stimulated to reflect by probing, but
sensitive, questioning from a tutor. The examples also show
clearly the effectiveness of group discussion in triggering
reflection.
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Reflections on reflection

David Kember

Introduction

In the many hours we have spent teaching the courses dis-
cussed in this book we have come to realise that students
find reflection an elusive concept. This is hardly surprising
since reflection is a highly abstract construct and many of
our students have been much more familiar with dealing
with concrete ideas. The situation is not helped by the fact
that so few of the many who write about reflection have
attempted to define or explain it. There appears to be an
assumption that the reader will understand the concept -
though if the reader is a student this is not a reasonable
assumption. Where there are adequate explanations, they
can often be inconsistent with those of writers from differ-
ent discipline areas or epistemological backgrounds. We,
therefore, feel obliged to draw together the insights we have
gained into the nature of reflection in the course of this
project.

Chapter 1 concluded with a tentative definition of reflec-
tion based upon attempts to draw together disparate strands
of writing which have grown up within fairly discrete areas
of the literature originating from different knowledge bases.
In this final chapter this tentative definition is re-visited and
developed further. We draw upon greater insights into the
nature of reflection from our struggles to develop curricula
which develop reflective thinking and help teach students to
become reflective practitioners. The chapter also synthesises
into the framework the conclusions reached in the previous
two chapters.

As a starting point, the summary of characteristics of
reflection — derived from the literature reviewed in Chapter 1
— is repeated here. In the remainder of the chapter this
definition is expanded by adding elements from the previous
two chapters, insights from teaching experiences and our
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numerous discussions of the concept during our regular
reflective meetings.

e The subject matter of reflection is an ill-defined problem -
the type of issues and cases dealt with in professional
practice.

e The process of reflection may be triggered by an unusual
case or can be deliberately stimulated.

e Reflection operates through a careful re-examination and
evaluation of experience, beliefs and knowledge.

e Reflection most commonly involves looking back or
reviewing past actions, though competent professionals
can develop the ability to reflect while carrying out their
practice.

e Reflection leads to new perspectives.

e Reflection operates at a number of levels, the highest level
of critical reflection necessitates a change to deep-seated,
and often unconscious, beliefs and leads to new belief
structures.

e Reflective thinking ability is reached through a develop-
mental process linked to developing appropriate concep-
tions of knowledge.

Affective dimension

Chapter 10 examined the affective dimension of reflective
thinking and particularly the difficult emotions many stu-
dents encounter in trying to master the concept of reflecting
upon practice. The affective part of reflective thinking, in our
data, was most apparent in conjunction with students
undergoing conceptual changes necessary to engage in
reflective thinking and develop the ability to reflect upon
practice.

There was firstly a need to adapt from passive learning
methods they were used to and accept less directive teaching
and learning approaches. In learning to write reflective
journals the students had to unlearn conceptions of academic
writing and develop a more personal style. Finally most of
the students struggled with reflective judgement because their
conceptions of knowledge were not at the appropriate level
of King & Kitchener’s hierarchy (1994). Many students
needed to move from positions in which knowledge was seen
as right or wrong, towards positions requiring interpretation
and the evaluation of evidence.

The process of developing beliefs about knowledge was
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facilitated by exposing students to forms of teaching and
learning other than the didactic content-led courses most of
them had been used to. Instead they experienced process-
oriented courses which were more student-centred. In these
they learnt that their own experience and knowledge was
valued. Group discussion helped to show that knowledge
was socially constructed.

In making these conceptual changes it was common for
students to initially feel considerable discomfort towards
reflective thinking and the initial learning processes asso-
ciated with it. As the arduous conceptual changes were made,
the students’ attitudes became much more positive. The dif-
ficult process of making these conceptual changes could be
facilitated by support from student peer groups and tutors.

From our exploration of the affective dimension of
reflection there are three further elements to add to the
definition of reflection.

e There is an affective dimension associated with reflective
thinking, which should not be underestimated.

e In making the conceptual changes necessary to develop
reflective judgement, students commonly go through
considerable discomfort until appropriate conceptions of
knowledge are attained.

e Student peer groups and tutors can facilitate and support
the student in undergoing these difficult conceptual
changes needed for reflective judgement to develop.

Triggers for reflection

The previous chapter looked at the qualitative database to
examine ways in which reflection was triggered. In the course
of the analysis five themes emerged which are listed below for
incorporation into the definition of reflection.

e Reflection can occur through stimuli other than problems
or disturbances to the normal routine. The stimuli may be
encouraged or arranged.

e Reflection can be both an individual and a group activity.
Group discussion can serve well as a spur to reflection.

e Reflection can and does take place in an academic
environment. This includes the theory part of programs
and not just the professional practice component.

e Several strategies, such as questioning, discussion and
journal writing, can be used for promoting fruitful
reflection.
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e Reflection is a broader concept than that portrayed in
some literature on the topic, which tends to refer only to
the context of professional practice.

Temporal dimension of reflection

In our regular reflective discussions during this project the
concept of reflection was frequently discussed. Its presence as
a component in the action research cycle caused us to
consider the temporal aspects of reflection. The common
portrayal of action research (e.g. Stenhouse, 1975; Carr &
Kemmis,1986; Elliott, 1991; McKernan, 1991; McNiff,
1992) is as a cyclical process, with each cycle incorporating
steps of planning, action, observation and reflection. There
must be a delay in time between the action and reflection in
one cycle and, if a series of cycles is followed, the action in the
next.

Observing students also indicated a temporal nature to
profound critical reflection. The most significant changes,
such as the development of more sophisticated conceptions
of knowledge took time. They occurred during the period of
the course and could be marked by advances and retreats.

In Schon’s (1983) categories of reflection, though, there is
not always a delay between action and reflection. Indeed the
types of reflection are distinguishable by the time frame over
which they operate. Reflection-in-action occurs within the
same time frame as the action. Reflection-on-action occurs
afterwards. Our term of reflection-on-reflection-in-action
implies a greater time delay again. If an arranged stimulus is
the spur to engage in reflection there is necessarily a delay
between the original act and the reflection upon it.

The temporal dimension of reflective thinking would also
seem pertinent to the work of writers, such as Mezirow (e.g.
1991; Mezirow and Associates 1990) and van Manen (e.g.
1977), who distinguish their categories by the depth of
reflective thinking or the extent to which perspectives are
transformed. While the terminology varies somewhat, the
writers agree that there is a level of critical reflection or
perspective transformation which is more profound than
standard reflection. Dewey (1933) saw critical reflective
thinking involving a more considered and thorough exam-
ination of an issue.

Mezirow (19905 1991) characterised the more profound
level of reflection by a fundamental shift in underlying
beliefs. Such major shifts in unconscious assumptions are
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widely seen as difficult and often painful processes.
Perspective transformation and conceptual change are often
characterised by advances and retreats. Deeper or more
critical levels of reflection must inevitably, therefore, operate
over an extended timeframe. Instant conversion surely occurs
only in works of fiction. Reflection which follows action
almost immediately is surely not critical reflection.

e Reflection-in-action implies that action and reflection are
almost simultaneous.

e More critical reflection, involving perspective transfor-
mation, is likely to take some time so there will be a
significant period between initial observations and final
conclusions.

Teaching for reflection

We started chapter 1 by arguing that professionals need to
become reflective practitioners because their practice entails
dealing with messy problems. Developing a curriculum and a
teaching approach to teach students reflective thinking and
develop the capacity to reflect upon practice is itself a messy
problem — a very ‘wicked’ problem.

Three main characteristics of messy problems were iden-
tified. The problems themselves need to be identified and it
will be possible to envisage several issues. They will contain
multiple dimensions, which will interact, so need to be
tackled as an interacting system residing in the ‘swampy
lowland’. No ideal solution will be possible but reasonable
positions which balance conflicting tensions should be
sought. Developing a curriculum for reflective thinking
contains each of these aspects of the ill-defined problem.

Chapters 3 to 7 dealt principally with a particular issue or
design for developing reflective thinking. Though, it must be
said that while the focus was upon one particular strategy,
other elements of the situation were necessarily addressed
within each of the sub-projects. Chapter 3 dealt with the
action research approach used to implement, evaluate and
refine the initiatives for reflective teaching and learning.
Chapter 4 was concerned primarily with the integration of
theory and practice. The next two chapters discussed the use
of two strategies for promoting reflection, namely reflective
journal writing and learning contracts. Chapter 7 reported
on the use of written journal entries as a spur for small group
tutorial discussion.
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Part III, synthesised conclusions about teaching and cur-
riculum designs from insights gained from the initiatives
within individual courses, described in Part II. It is in this
section of the book that we come to grips with the fact that
the ill-defined problem of the reflective thinking curriculum
has multiple conflicting elements which must be dealt with.
We neither sought nor found an ideal solution but did arrive
at some positions which benefited learning from adopting
particular strategies while minimising conflicting tensions
from other aspects of the teaching and learning system.

For example, Chapters 7 and 9 looked at the issue of
disclosure in reflective writing. Free access to reflective
journals, especially by the teacher, can inhibit students from
revealing sensitive feelings or disclosing weaknesses, parti-
cularly if the disclosure is for assessment purposes. On the
other hand, if the journal remains private there is no
opportunity for the teacher to provide feedback to assist
students to develop the capacity to write reflectively. As this
feedback was found to be essential in developing reflective
writing, we decided some level of disclosure was necessary. It
was important, though, that before disclosure a position of
trust was established between tutor and students and that the
students accepted the need and the benefits of receiving
feedback on their writing. At the early stages of the writing
and commenting process, no assessment of writing should be
attempted.

Another strategy coped with disclosure during small group
tutorial discussion. Basing the discussion upon material
within the journals proved to be a way to stimulate lively and
profound interaction. The privacy concern was circumvented
by establishing the ground-rule that each student was obliged
to raise one issue each tutorial from the journal but beyond
that reflections could remain private. However, we found in
practice that the groups developed levels of rapport such that
little was held back.

It is already clear that the issue of disclosure is inextricably
inter-twined with the dilemma of assessment. Assessment of
journal writing again tends to discourage open disclosure of
difficulties and weaknesses as students are used to being
awarded lower marks if they cannot do something. The form
of writing all too easily ends up as a polished piece of tra-
ditional academic writing. If there is no assessment of writ-
ing, however, students do not see it as an essential part of the
curriculum so do not take it seriously, or do not do it at all.
One of the middle positions reached on the assessment issue
was that of not assessing journal writing during the course
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but asking students to write an assessed final assignment
developed from their formative journal writing.

There is no need to illustrate further the way we dealt with
the messy curriculum design problems inherent in teaching
reflective thinking and developing students’ ability to reflect
upon practice. The teaching strategies we developed and the
positions we judged best, balanced the conflicting tensions
have been described in detail in Parts IT and III:

e When devising curricula and teaching strategies for
reflective learning, it is necessary to view the teaching and
learning environment as an ill-defined problem and seek
positions which balance conflicting tensions.

What is worth re-iterating at this stage is the approach we
found necessary to arrive at these compromise positions or
most reasonable solutions to ill-defined problems. The
cyclical approach of action research is ideal for introducing
innovations into the swampy lowlands of the teaching and
learning environment. It has a mechanism for trying out
ideas, evaluating their effectiveness and further testing
refined versions in subsequent cycles:

e The action research approach is ideal for introducing and
refining teaching initiatives so as to arrive at these posi-
tions of balance.

The final point is to reiterate one of the themes which has
run throughout the book. This concerns the integration of
theory and practice. This has often been cited as a rationale
for introducing students to the concept of reflective thinking.
However, it is surprising how few professional courses
themselves integrate theory and practice by developing stu-
dents’ skills in reflective judgement during the theory pait of
the course. We maintain that theory and practice will not be
integrated unless this happens. Further, students will not be
prepared for reflecting upon their practice during clinical or
professional practice sessions unless they have developed the
ability to make reflective judgements during the theory part:

e The theory parts of courses should address the issue of
developing reflective judgement so that theory is inte-
grated with practice and students are equipped for
reflection upon practice during periods of professional
practice.
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Conclusion

To conclude the book, the elements of our explanation of
reflection are gathered together and incorporated with the
key themes on reflective teaching and learning.

The subject matter of reflection is an ill-defined problem —
the type of issues and cases dealt with in professional
practice.

In professional practice the process of reflection may be
triggered by an unusual case or deliberate attempts to
revisit past experiences.

Reflection can occur through stimuli other than problems
or disturbances to the normal routine. The stimuli may be
encouraged or arranged.

Reflection operates through a careful re-examination and
evaluation of experience, beliefs and knowledge.
Reflection most commonly involves looking back or
reviewing past actions, though competent professionals
can develop the ability to reflect while carrying out their
practice.

Reflection leads to new perspectives.

Reflection operates at a number of levels, the highest level
of critical reflection necessitates a change to deep-seated,
and often unconscious, beliefs and leads to new belief
structures.

Reflection-in-action implies that action and reflection are
almost simultaneous.

More critical reflection, involving perspective transfor-
mation, is likely to take some time so there will be sig-
nificant periods between initial observations and final
conclusions.

There is an affective dimension associated with reflective
thinking which should not be underestimated.

Reflective thinking ability is reached through a develop-
mental process linked to developing appropriate concep-
tions of knowledge.

In making the conceptual changes necessary to develop
reflective judgement students commonly go through
considerable discomfort until appropriate conceptions of
knowledge are attained.

Student peer groups and tutors can facilitate and support
the student in undergoing these difficult conceptual
changes needed for reflective judgement to develop.
Reflection can be both an individual and a group activity.
Group discussion can serve well as a spur to reflection.
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Reflection can and does take place in an academic
environment. This includes the theory part of
programmes and not just the professional practice
component.

Strategies, such as questioning, discussion and journal
writing can be used to promote fruitful reflection.

When devising curricula and teaching strategies for
reflective learning, it is necessary to view the teaching and
learning environment as an ill-defined problem and seek
positions which balance conflicting tensions.

The action research approach is ideal for introducing and
refining teaching initiatives so as to arrive at these
positions of balance.

The theory parts of courses should address the issue of
developing reflective judgement so that theory is inte-
grated with practice and students are equipped for
reflection upon practice during periods of professional
practice.

Reflection is a broader concept than that portrayed in
some literature on the topic, which tends to refer only to
the context of professional practice.
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