PAGE  
7
Evidencing Reflection (Phil Race)

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________


Evidencing Reflection

· putting the ‘w’ into reflection

In this article, I’d like to explore the rationale for reflection as a key factor underpinning both successful learning by students, and successful continuing professional development by their teachers in higher education. “But how can I reflect? What do you mean by reflection? How will I know when I’ve reflected well?” are questions which students and staff alike ask about the process. Moreover, “how can I show that I’ve reflected successfully?, What will be deemed satisfactory evidence of my reflection?” are their next questions. This article aims to help by addressing all of these questions. In particular, my tenet in this article is that reflection can best be evidenced by answering questions. Just about all good questions have the letter ‘w’ in the key interrogative word – who, what, when, where, why and how, for example.  

Why reflect?

Reflection deepens learning. The act of reflecting is one which causes us to make sense of what we’ve learned, why we learned it, and how that particular increment of learning took place. Moreover, reflection is about linking one increment of learning to the wider perspective of learning – heading towards seeing the bigger picture. Reflection is equally useful when our learning has been unsuccessful – in such cases indeed reflection can often give us insights into what may have gone wrong with our learning, and how on a future occasion we might avoid now-known pitfalls. Most of all, however, it is increasingly recognised that reflection is an important transferable skill, and is much valued by all around us, in employment, as well as in life in general. The ability to reflect is one of the most advanced manifestations of owning – and being in control of – a human brain. Have you reflected today? Almost certainly ‘yes!’. But have you evidenced your reflection today? Almost certainly ‘sorry, too busy at the moment’. And the danger remains that even the best of reflection is volatile – it evaporates away unless we stop in our tracks to make one or other kind of crystallisation of it – some evidence. In our busy professional lives, we rarely make the time available to evidence our ongoing reflection. But we’re already into an era where our higher education systems are beginning to not only encourage, but also to require our students to evidence their reflection. So what can we do to address the reflection culture gap – how can we approach accommodating our lack of experience in evidencing our reflection, and helping our students to gain their skills at evidencing their reflection?

So what’s the problem?
The problem, in a nutshell, is that relatively few teachers in higher education have ever been asked to reflect. Many who enter the profession have been good students – which boils down to successful students. But that does not necessarily mean they have had experience of – or indeed training in – how to evidence their reflection on their developing professional practice. Now that higher education is evolving to embrace personal development plans by students, records of achievement, or ‘progress files’, the kind of reflection that we are starting to require our students to undertake is beyond the personal experience of most of the staff who are requiring it. This is evidenced by the expressed difficulties that staff working towards awards such as Postgraduate Certificates in Teaching and Learning in Higher Education are only too willing to admit to when they themselves are asked to evidence their own reflection on the learning they experience while working towards such awards. In short, if we aren’t very skilled at reflecting, how on earth are we going to help our students to become skilled?

Where, when and by whom is reflection needed?

Reflection is increasingly required in education and employment. More specifically, evidence of reflection is required, for example:

· where students are required to build up ‘personal development planning’ portfolios, or learning logs, or records of achievement, both as evidence to be able to present to prospective employers, and (more importantly) as a proactive process to help them to deepen their ongoing learning as it happens.

· Where teaching staff are required (or encouraged) to build up records of their reflection on their developing work associated with teaching, learning and assessment, so that they develop their practices in a more efficient and focused way than if they simply left reflection to chance;

· In most areas of professional life, where continuing professional development is required or expected, and where it is important at any stage to be able to show that such development is indeed being undertaken in an organised and professional way.

Some professions have led the way regarding reflective practice, not least nursing and health care disciplines. But for other disciplines, progress has been slower. Hard-nosed engineers, mathematicians, scientists and business professionals have tended to shrug off reflection as subordinate to subject knowledge and skills. But the wider community beyond the campuses of higher education continues to value ‘rounded’ individuals, who can not only demonstrate subject knowledge and skills, but can develop and grow as circumstances around them continue to change and evolve.

Reflection:  making sense of learning

Elsewhere, I’ve argued the case that ‘digesting’, or making sense of what is being (and has been) learned is a key factor underpinning successful learning. I’ve also argued that it’s an oversimplification to regard learning as occurring in cycles, and that five key processes overlap and interact with each other, like ripples on a pond. For example, ‘digesting’ or ‘making sense’ links to reflecting on the experience of having done some learning-by-doing (practice, repetition, trial and error, experience, and so on). Moreover, ‘digesting’ links to making sense of incoming feedback (other people’s reactions, praise, critical comments, seeing the results of one’s learning, and so on). In the earlier versions of learning cycles, the term ‘reflective observation’ was much used, but I would argue that this is just a relatively narrow slice of the broader field of reflection. Deep reflection needs far more than simply observation, and for observation to be at its best it needs more than just a reflective dimension (requiring in addition analytical, extrapolatory, and other aspects as well as just inward-looking aspects). 

My work both with staff and students indicates that the digesting stage of learning is often the hardest to get to grips with. This is in no small measure due to the fact that people find it hard (sometimes even quite alien to their nature) to reflect, and to evidence their reflection. 

Teaching staff in higher education are not alone in often finding it hard to write about reflection on their professional practice. In the last two years or so, over 10000 staff in higher education have been admitted to membership of the Institute for Learning and Teaching, and many remember that the hardest part of writing their applications was writing around 500 words about ‘reflective practice and professional development’. Writing about the latter part was for most quite straightforward, as it boils down to presenting a little factual information about the staff development they have done in the last few years. But writing about ‘reflective practice’ is much harder for some, not least because the language of academe tends to be remote, formal and scholarly, whereas the language of written reflection needs to be more personal and quite informal.

Reflection could be argued to be the essential stage where learning is integrated within the whole learner, and added to existing frames of reference, and internalised and personalised. 

Reflection as a basis for enriching learning dialogues

Perhaps the most powerful advantage of evidencing reflection consistently and coherently is that it opens up the possibility for dialogue with significant others, for example dialogue based upon evidenced reflection between:

· Teachers and learners, enabling learners to gain feedback on the quality and depth of their reflection, so that they are able to improve and develop both their reflection and their learning;

· Staff developers and teachers, enabling teachers to gain feedback on their own thinking about their triumphs and disasters alike, to enrich their own learning about their developing practice;

· Appraisers and appraisees, so that appraisal becomes a deeper and more meaningful process for both parties, allowing a greater depth of relevant discussion between them at appraisal interviews, and increased ownership of the appraisal agenda for appraisees.

The common ground among each of these three scenarios is the development of a greater sense of ownership, both of what has already been achieved, and what remains to be achieved.

A widening agenda for evidencing reflection

It is probably unwise to attempt to ‘teach’ people to reflect (whether they be students, professionals, or employees). The process of reflection can indeed be illustrated to those whose reflection is to be improved, but in the final analysis reflection remains an individual act in most circumstances (though the increased benefit of a group of people being involved in shared reflection is even more significant in many situations where collaborative and team activity is to be encouraged).

In this discussion paper, I propose that the most efficient way of helping people both to reflect and to evidence their reflection can be to provide them with questions as devices to help them to focus their thinking, and direct their thinking to those areas of their work where reflection can pay highest dividends. This paper presents some starting-point questions to illustrate the range of reflection that can be encouraged.

The widening agenda includes that of widening participation in higher education, where there are many more students from diverse cultures and educational backgrounds in the system than was formerly the case. This makes it all the more necessary to legitimate student reflection, and for teaching staff to have close encounters with the range of student reflection which can be uncovered, so as to enable them to tune in better to the ‘widened’ student community.

Moreover, with increased attention to student retention in higher education, student reflection can be one of the most powerful vehicles for alerting teaching staff to the range and nature of problems that ‘at risk’ students may be experiencing, and allowing for compensation and adjustment to be made to reduce the levels of risk. Furthermore, getting students to reflect on their learning, their aspirations, their triumphs and their disasters can add significantly to the value of their educational experience overall, and help them to work towards being more self-assured and self-aware graduates.

In short, there has been no better time to get our act together regarding evidencing reflection – both our own reflection, and that of our students.

Reflection transcends time

Although many attempts to cause people to evidence their reflection tend to be backward-looking, the reflection which can be generated by past, present and future-tense questions can be much deeper.

For example, the trio of questions:

1 What worked really well for you?

2 Why do you now think this worked well for you?

3 What are you going to do as a result of this having worked well for you?

is a much richer agenda for reflection than just any one of these questions on its own.

Some questions to help students (or ourselves) to evidence reflection

As in the example above, questions which aid deep reflection are rarely single questions, but tend to form clusters. There is often a starter question which sets the agenda, and frequently is a ‘what?’ question. Then come the more important ones – the ‘how?’ questions and the ‘why?’ questions – and sometimes the ‘…. else?’ questions which ask for even deeper thinking and reflection. 

In general, it seems too obvious to state it, but simple ‘yes/no’ questions can rarely enable the extent of reflection which can be prompted by more open-ended questions such as ‘to what extent….?’. Sadly, however, there remain far too many ‘closed’ questions on student feedback questionnaires, and unsurprisingly the level of student reflection that such questionnaires tend to elicit is limited. 

Below are some clusters of questions. The first part tends to be a scene-setting starter, and the sub-questions which follow are probing or clarifying questions, intentionally leading towards deeper or more-focused reflection. These questions are not in any particular order. A set of questions to aid student reflection on a piece of work just finished could use some of these as starting points, and usefully add in subject-specific questions to help to flesh out the agenda for reflection.

Although these questions have been written with student reflection in mind, they could equally be extended to continuing professional development contexts, appraisal contexts, and suggesting some agenda items for a teaching portfolio for lecturers. Whatever the context, however, the quality of reflection which is prompted is only as good as the questions which prompt it. In other words, for optimum reflection, much more care needs to be taken with phrasing the questions than might have been thought necessary. Or, putting it more bluntly, when students seem to have difficulty in evidencing their reflection on their learning, it is often that we haven’t yet spent nearly sufficient time on setting up the contexts in which we ask them to reflect.

· What did I actually achieve with this piece of work? Which were the most difficult parts, and why were they difficult for me? Which were the most straightforward parts, and why did I find these easy?

· How well do I think I achieved the intended learning outcomes for this task? Where could I have improved my achievement? Why didn’t I improve it at the time?

· What have I got out of doing this assignment? How have I developed my knowledge and skills? How do I see the payoff from doing this assignment helping me in the longer term?

· What else have I got out of doing this assignment? Have I developed other skills and knowledge, which may be useful elsewhere at another time? If so, what are my own emergent learning outcomes from doing this assignment?

· What was the best thing I did? Why was this the best thing I did? How do I know that this was the best thing I did?

· What worked least well for me? Why did this not work well for me? What have I learned about the topic concerned from this not having worked well for me?  What have I learned about myself from this not having worked well for me? What do I plan to do differently in future as a result of my answers to the above questions? 

· With hindsight, how would I go about this assignment differently if doing it again from scratch? To what extent will this assignment influence the way I tackle anything similar in future?

· What did I find the greatest challenge in doing this work? Why was this a challenge to me? To what extent do I feel I have met this challenge? What can I do to improve my performance when next meeting this particular sort of challenge?

· What was the most boring or tedious part of doing this assignment for me? Can I see the point of doing these things? If not, how could the assignment have been re-designed to be more stimulating and interesting for me?

· Has it been worth the effort I put in? Do the marks represent a just reward? Should this assignment be worth more or less marks in the overall scheme of things? 

· Do I feel that my time on this assignment has been well spent? If not, how could I have used my time more sensibly? Or should the assignment have been designed differently? Which parts of the assignment represent the time best spent? Which parts could be thought of as time wasted?

· How useful do I expect the feedback to be, that I receive on my efforts for this assignment? What sorts of feedback do I really want at this point in time? What sorts of feedback do I really need at this point in time? What are my expectations of getting useful feedback now, based on the feedback (or lack of it) that I’ve already received on past work?

· Overall, how has this assignment helped (or hindered) my motivation to learn more about this part of my syllabus? Has it encouraged me, or disillusioned me? 

· To what extent has this assignment helped me to clarify what I need to learn about this topic? Have I a clearer picture after doing the assignment, or a foggier one? Who can help me gain a clearer picture, if the latter?

· To what extent has this assignment helped me to see where the goalposts stand for future assessments such as exams? Has it given me useful insights into what will be expected of me in future? 

· What advice would I give go a friend about to start on the same assignment? How much time would I suggest that it would be worth putting into it? What pitfalls would I advise to be well worth not falling into?

· What are the three most important things that I think I need to do with this topic at this moment in time? Which of these do I think is the most urgent for me to do? When will I aim to start doing this, and what is a sensible deadline for me to have completed it by?

Fifty more questions to aid reflection

The following questions could be considered as a starting point for reflection prompts to included as leading questions for student self-assessment/tutor dialogues. Imagine that each time students handed in an assignment for marking (essay, report, problems-sheet solutions), or undertook any other assessed task (dissertation, field-work report, presentation), they were asked to reflect upon what they had just done, and evidence their reflection by answering some well-chosen questions about how they felt at that time about what they’d done. These questions could be conveniently spaced out on a pro-forma of no more than two sides of A4, or the equivalent on a web-based questionnaire.  

Clearly, the number of questions used would need to be limited to (say) at most ten per assignment, and it would be appropriate to use different ones for each assignment, so that students did not just go into ‘surface’ mode when thinking about the questions. [I acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of well over 1000 workshop participants in various parts of the UK and abroad to the list of reflective question prompts given below]. I have numbered the questions simply to help groups to discuss particular ones more easily than would be possible with a bullet-point list – the order of the questions is not significant here. Conversely, in the previous list of question clusters, I did not number them, as my intention there was simply to set the scene, rather than engender any discussion of which of those particular questions might be ‘best’ – the best questions are likely to be the ones you think of, in the context of your subject, your students and your discipline, only partly as a result of reflecting upon that list above!

1 Which part of the assignment did you enjoy most?

2 How easy did you find it to use the resources?

3 How did you feel when you did this assignment?

4 Which parts of your essay were (a) strongest and (b) weakest – and why?

5 Did you feel adequately prepared for this assignment?

6 Which type of learning technology did you find least relevant?

7 Did you have enough time to do this assignment? Why? Or Why not?

8 How would you balance the marks for each section to reflect your effort?

9 What held you up more than anything else while working on this assignment?

10 Give me a key moment when your understanding changed?

11 How relevant was this assignment to your workplace/course/life?

12 Was the level appropriate?

13 How did your learning on this task affect your practice?

14 How well did this assignment help you to learn?

15 How well do you think you’ve referenced your work?

16 What have you learned as a result of this work, which will help you in future assignments?

17 What would you most have liked to have been assessed on?

18 What questions would you have liked to have answered?

19 What were the three most important things you learned from doing this assignment?

20 Do you feel that you have had enough time for the amount of work involved?

21 If you now had more time, what would you do next?

22 What new skill did you learn or develop through doing this?

23 What additional info would you need if you were doing it again?

24 Did you have the relevant resources, if not, what would you have needed?

25 What did you do that was innovative?

26 What risks did you take?

27 (for exams): how did you prepare for this exam? Or How well do you think you prepared?

28 To what do you attribute to (a) your achievements (b) your difficulties in completing this assignment?

29 What surprised you that you learned from doing this assignment? Did you discover something unexpected either about the subject or yourself?

30 What one thing helped you (or would have helped you) to start work on this assignment?

31 What was your best work-avoidance strategy before starting this assignment?

32 How widely do you think you have read for this assignment?

33 What kind of assessment do you think would have been more appropriate for this topic?

34 When did you start the assignment?

35 How relevant did you find this assignment?

36 Do you think that this is an improvement on your last assignment? Where? How?

37 Do you think the time spent on this was appropriate considering the weighting in the module?

38 Name one important thing that you learned in doing this assignment.

39 How easy did you find it to get your hands on the source materials you needed?

40 How clear did you find the criteria?

41 What other pieces of coursework were competing for your time while doing this assignment?

42 What was the most important thing you learned from doing this assignment?

43 What did you learn about yourself from this assignment?

44 What do you think is the most important thing I’m looking for in your assignment?

45 How well do you think you have introduced your essay?

46 How well do you think you ended your argument?

47 How well do you think you shared your own ideas in the group stage of the task?

48 How has your opinion changed?

49 What’s the best page?

50 What’s the worst paragraph, and why?
