Teacher Reflection

SECTION I: Questions Teachers May Have

1. What is teacher reflection and what does it involve?

Most teachers regularly think about their classes: what happened; how the students acted and how they showed they learned; how they, the teacher, felt during class; how useful the activities, materials or tests were.  But is that all there is to teacher reflection?  The answer is both yes and no.  Yes, these are the issues that reflection considers.  No, just randomly thinking about the class is not really reflection.  

Teacher reflection involves taking time soon after a class to write down one’s thoughts about the class in a disciplined way with the purpose of discovering more about the particular learners in the class and about learning and teaching at a more general level.

 “…a reflective approach to teaching, that is, one in which teachers and student teachers collect data about teaching, examine their attitudes, beliefs, assumptions, and teaching practices, and use the information obtained as a basis for critical reflection about teaching.” 








Jack Richards and Charles Lockhart

“Viewing teachers as reflective practitioners assumes that teachers can both pose and solve problems related to their educational practice.  Daily, hourly, even minute by minute, teachers attempt to solve problems that arise in the classroom.  The way in which they solve those problems is affected by how they pose or ‘frame’ the problem.  Reflective teachers think both about how they frame and then how to solve the problem at hand.”








Kenneth M. Zeichner and Daniel P. Liston

There is no one method to do reflective practice.  Many different approaches have been created and used.  We find, however, that in order to develop a robust, multifaceted and fruitful reflective practice, teachers follow the four stages of the experiential learning cycle:

· Experience

· Describe

· Analyze

· Plan for Action

Teacher reflection really takes two forms: reflection in action (during class) and reflection on action (after class).  Zeichner and Liston (XX) describe them below:

Reflection in action

“…practitioners attempt to frame and solve problems on the spot.  When teaching, we frequently encounter an unexpected student reaction or perception.  While we are teaching we attempt to adjust our instruction to take into account these reactions. Schon called this reflection in action.”   (Zeichner and Liston)

While teaching, ask yourself questions such as:

· Why are we doing this?

· What do I want them to learn?

· How do I know what the students are learning?  What do I see or hear?

· What is missing that the students need?

· What can I change at this moment to adjust?

Reflection on action

 “In teaching, reflection on action occurs before a lesson when we plan for and think about our lesson and after instruction when we consider what occurred.”  (Zeichner and Liston)

After class, take time to sit down as soon as possible to write about the class in a journal only for this purpose.  In your reflection, explore one event or puzzle for which you’d like to gain a deeper understanding of what occurred.  What was it about your teaching that produced those results? If you have a colleague or Inspector that you can discuss your reflection with, all the better.  

2. How can reflecting on my classes help me in my job?

· Reflection offers teachers a low-cost and efficient way to improve program quality.

· Reflection is highly individualized and directly benefits local teachers. It’s not a top-down approach; rather, it grows from observations, issues, and needs that are unique to the people involved.

· Teachers develop capacity for problem-solving on the spot, as well as a firm basis for decision-making, by using “reflection in action” and “reflection on action.”

· Teachers can become models for students and integrate reflection into their classes, leading to improved critical thinking skills and problem solving among learners.

· After continued practice, teachers develop awareness of patterns in their behavior and areas of strength and weakness, as well as their students’ behavior and needs.

· Reflection can inspire teachers and keep them motivated and motivating by giving them autonomy and the skills to continually improve, renew and recreate themselves as professionals.

3. What resources or documents can help me develop my skills in reflection?

Documents in the Appendix of this manual

· Diagram of the Experiential Learning Cycle

· Rubric for reflection

· Framework for Seeing and Assessing Reflective Thinking

· David Kolb and the Experiential Learning Cycle

· Teacher as Observer article
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4. How can I start using reflection in my job?

Start Reflection in Action by choosing one class in which to pay very close attention to the students and to your own feelings and interpretations during the class.  Consider taking notes during spare moments, if you can, on your lesson plan or a piece of paper.

Start Reflection on Action by journaling after the class in which you have just paid close attention.  Set an achievable goal -- for example, once a week you will choose to pay close attention to the learners in the class and then journal about the lesson later that same day. Follow the journal template after reading the guidelines below.

5. What guidelines can help me use reflection in my job?
\

DESCRIPTION STAGE

First, choose a short segment of the class or meeting in which the puzzling or successful event occurred, and describe the situation in detail.  You shouldn’t describe the whole class or meeting; focus only on the part that you have questions about and want to learn from.  

Guiding questions:

· What did individuals do or say? (self and students)

· What were my emotional reactions? What triggered them?

· What evidence of student learning did I see?

· What seemed to have worked?  What didn’t?  
The description stage is a chance to get some distance from the lesson and look at what happened so analysis is not limited to what we feel happened.  Being rigorous and disciplined in our description requires that we are “present” with our students as opposed to focused on what we are doing – we have to be able to see what they are doing and producing.  Seeing and reflecting on what students are doing and producing is critical to the ability to let learning guide teaching.
Advice

· The description should address significant issues, aspects or “slices” of the lesson.
· Some detailed objective description of what happened should most particularly include examples and evidence of student performance.

· It’s useful to describe the aspects of the lesson that are limited or varied, addressing activities, techniques and lesson design/staging.

Interpretations and Theories

This is the part of the process where we try to figure out what happened and why.  An important part of this is trying to come up with several explanations for what happened – trying to see it through several perspectives. 

Guiding Questions:

· Why might this have happened?

· What are other ways to look at this?

· What theories could help me understand this better?

· Does this connect to past learning or teaching experiences?

· Where might these emotions be coming from?

· Can I examine this more deeply?

Stating beliefs, generalizations and theories, based on description, is a first step in developing a personal approach to teaching.  They will guide teaching practice and make decision-making at the planning and teaching stages more informed and probably more effective (and more efficient). Beliefs and generalizations not supported by evidence from the classroom are less likely to support the principle of letting learning guide teaching.

Practicing generating options or multiple interpretations expands the teachers’ experience and can create a richer understanding and analysis of the lesson and the students’ experience.

Advice

· Teachers should avoid jumping to conclusions without considering why something happened. 
· When possible or appropriate, teachers should try to generate multiple reasons or options for why something may have happened, not simply as an exercise but in order to avoid their usual reaction.

· In this stage, teachers can formulate and state beliefs or (beginnings of) personal theories about what helps and hinders learning.

· Conclusions or theories that are stated should be supported in the Description stage by examples of student performance and other relevant details.

Action Plans
This is where we take our observations and analysis and figure out how to make a change in the classroom.  It is important to take thoughtful action based on the reasons that led to the event we are trying to understand.  It can be helpful to visualize the desired outcome and try to imagine several ways of reaching that outcome.  Write out what you intend to do in your next class to address the puzzle you’re trying to understand.

Guiding Questions:

· Does this action target one or multiple dimensions of the issue?

· If there are several actions, which can I try right away and which will require more information or preparation before instituting?

Advice

· Plans should include each significant issue that was discussed in the reflection – that way each is taken through the ELC.

· “Action plans” should not include aspects of the lesson that were not described and analyzed.
· Plans should be clear and detailed, not general or vague.  (“I will elicit more,” should be expanded to include how and when, for example.)

SECTION II: QUESTIONS INSPECTORS MAY HAVE

1. What role does teacher reflection play in my observation visits?

During the observation of the lesson, you can be an extra pair of eyes focused on what the learners are doing and saying, so that in the post-observation feedback session you can provide objective data to enrich the description of the class and ground the analysis in learners’ behavior.

During the post-observation feedback session you have a wonderful opportunity to guide the teacher toward more robust and multifaceted reflection. Study the supporting documents (especially the rubric for reflection and the Framework for Seeing and Assessing Reflective Thinking) so that you are aware of the reflective skills the teacher has and what questions will help him or her go deeper.

2. What should I keep in mind about teacher reflection when I am planning and delivering training workshops?

Two main points can contribute to the planning and delivery of workshops.

1. Incorporate the experiential learning cycle (ELC) as a framework for the development of other workshops first.  In those workshops, tell the teachers explicitly which stage you are in, why, and what is expected of them. That way, they are working on post-teaching reflective skills indirectly, and when you introduce the stages for their post-lesson reflection, they will not be new. They will have already experienced them successfully.  

2. Consider offering a workshop on the topic of teacher reflection, and have teachers practice and develop skills with you before trying it on their own.  They may find reflection easier to carry out back at school if they have a partner teacher to discuss things with once every week or month.













� Much of this section uses or adapts from a handout by Valley Peters for her presentation Inquire Within: Reflective Practice in Teaching held at the COABE Conference in Columbus, Ohio, 2004.
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