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Abstract

This research took place over a one year PGCE training period. The participants were given the opportunity to reflect on their experience in a verbal (focus groups, action learning sets and interviews) and written (journal and questionnaires) form. These reflective learning techniques were interpreted using Dewey’s five stages of learning. Results showed that participants with a pre – requisite of positive emotion could reflect through Dewey’s five stages and that action learning sets in the latter part of the training year was the most appropriate reflective learning strategy to enhance reflection.
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Background

Over the past 10 years education and the nature of its professionalism has been under great scrutiny and intense accountability (Edwards and Nicol, 2006; Campbell, 2003). The introduction of recent initiatives (National Curriculum, national testing and policies for the professional development) has resulted in the development of teachers, becoming more “high profile”. The DCSF (2007) statement concerning teaching becoming a Masters profession has led to an increase in current teachers considering an extension of their own education by taking Masters level courses with Higher Education Institutions. This has been mirrored in the TDA commitment, from March 2008, to Masters in Teaching and Learning (MTL) being piloted in 2009 and extended in 2010. In preparation for the introduction of MTL the majority of post graduate teaching courses now award Masters level credits as part of the qualification. This currently creates a difference between under graduate study (graded at level 3) and post graduate study (graded at M level). 

The main difference between the two levels is the student’s ability to critically analyse or inquire into the ‘unexplored terrain’ of their own practice (Donald, 2002). It is presumed the maturation of a teacher will be demonstrated through their ability to critically analyse a situation and use reflexive techniques to enhance the experiential learning that has taken place. 
The importance of reflection is also demonstrated as it is a requirement to gain Qualified Teacher Status (QTS). The Training Development Agency (TDA) requires student teachers to pass the ‘Q’ standards with Q 7 directly identifying the students ability to “reflect on and improve their practice” and Q 28 requiring the student teacher to “support and guide learners to reflect on their learning”. This highlights the Government’s perception of the importance of reflection during the training period and at M level as the students are required to look back, reconsider and evaluate their current practice. This form of critical analysis is a vital component of learning as the individual tends to focus on ideas or concepts that are not ‘straight forward’. Moon (2005) raises the issue that reflection only occurs when a complex or conflicting instance occurs, which in some way confuses the student and involves thought to consider all possibilities. The reflection process has been identified by the researcher as an effective developmental tool for students in teacher training. 

Reflection as a learning strategy
Dewey (1955) states learning is part of the experiential continuum, a statement supported in later years by Kolb (1984) who viewed learning as a process gained through experience. Dewey believed in reflection as a prerequisite for professional growth (Dewey, 1955: p50) and he identified five characteristics (suggestion, problem solving, hypothesis, reasoning, testing) or processes of reflection that an individual would pass through. Despite providing the five stages as a list 1 - 5 Dewey emphasised that reflecting on an event or situation did not have to sequentially follow the given order, and that each element is initiated by another.

Dewey and Kolb identify stages of development in learning, whereas Honey and Mumford (2006) equate learning to an individuals’ preferred learning style rather than a process of maturation.
Reflection and its perceived importance in the philosophy of education, first interested Dewey in the 1930s when he attempted to categorise the stages of reflection during either a training period or throughout a career. Dewey (1955: p50) analysed the reflection process and highlighted that in his opinion reflection deepened learning. He believed that a person should learn as much as possible from each experience. Parson & Stephenson (2005) and Loughran, (1996) on the other hand suggest reflection is only stimulated by a need to know or a desire to apply your thoughts to practice. In other words you have to be interested or motivated to learn from your experience and some students may not be receptive or even resistant to learning from experience. 

Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) would argue that on some occasions too much emphasis on reflection can result in a fear of failure and have a negative effect on a students’ development unless the process is validated by an external source, such as a mentor. The student’s mentor is responsible for the feedback given to trainee teachers. Lovell (1982) views the one year training period as an intense learning curve and a process of ‘trial and error’, a theory first suggested by Popper in the 1930’s. Lovell also raises concerns that both positive and negative reinforcement during this training period can have a major influence on the students’ learning. If Dewey’s believed that every experience was a ‘moving force’ (1955: p31) and would result in a change of habit. Parsons & Stephenson (2005) would argue against this and identify the process of reflection as important whether any change has occurred or not.
If reflection is legitimated by the change it produces the learner has to have the ability to integrate new knowledge, feelings or attitudes with previous knowledge. If a student cannot reflect, the activity is reduced to mere impulse (Redmond, 2004). Student teachers however have little on which to reflect and can be totally overwhelmed by the requirements of the profession especially during the early stages. In fact when Donald (2002) compared the expert teacher to the novice teacher he questioned whether the one year PGCE course could prepare a student to adapt quickly to classroom feedback and reflect on their teaching experience. Parsons & Stephenson (2005) would argue that in the one year time frame students may report rather than analyse or reflect.
Dewey regarded thinking as problematic hence his construction of the five stages of reflecting upon an issue or problem, but he does not provide a logical sequence of learning. According to Pollard (2002) however, not all thinking is reflexive and in some cases a solution can be found by referencing to a prior situation. In the case of a PGCE student this prior experience is either the first school placement or their own school experience.  It could therefore be presumed that reflection is reserved for situations which are problematic and not solved by previous experience.

With this in mind the reflective process has three areas of concern: the ‘focus’ of the reflection, the ‘process’ of the reflection and the ‘attitude’ of the reflection. These areas of debate and the early work of Dewey stimulated further research into critical learning by Schön. Unlike Dewey, Schön attempted to link his theory to practice (Parsons & Stephenson, 2005 ; Redmond, 2004) by taking the notion of problem solving and linking this to reflection of the action. Schön (1987: p26) categorised reflective learning into two main categories: reflection “in” action and reflection “on” action. 

A student’s willingness to reflect may be influenced by their emotional view of the situation or their ability to identify a challenge. Reflection requires an individual to stand outside of the situation and evaluate the contents within. This reflection could result in change if the student regards change as appropriate. If however the student is emotionally connected with the circumstances under review little or poor reflection may take place. On the other hand the reflective process may help to distance the learner from a difficult or painful situation (Moon, 2005).

As a student develops and matures as a teacher, they may start to reflect on a situation, stepping away from the scene and critically reviewing it. The student needs to become detached from the situation or lesson in order to reflect objectively on the event that has occurred. Schön with Argyris would equate this to their ‘theory in action’ which has two sections: the ‘espoused theory’ and ‘theories in use’ (Schön, 1987: p 19).
This is an interesting concept particularly in teacher training as it contrasts the students’ ideas of what they say they will teach or do in a lesson (espoused) and what actually happens (theories in use). In terms of teacher development the differences between the two are important not only to the individual but to those responsible for training the student. The individual student needs to be aware and allowed to reflect on the perceived differences in order to prioritise development. Redmond (2004) stipulates that the differences between espoused theory and theories in use should be tested by an external audience and that the training institution, needs to develop strategies of how to make the student aware that differences do occur. 

It is the students’ interest or ability to make changes that is also stressed in the work of Schön and Argyris. This acceptance or attempt to learn from a situation is referred to as the ‘learning loop’. The learning loop is demonstrated in both a single and double loop. The single loop demonstrates an acquisition of enough skills to maintain a situation; whereas the double loop includes an element of reflection on the process which may then introduce new skills or activities if the situation is repeated (Redmond, 2004, Brockbank & McGill, 2004). This process of learning could in fact change the individual’s opinions or attitude to the teaching situation.

Schön’s theory of reflection on action influenced the work of Ghaye & Ghaye (1998) who established a theory where the process of reflection and action was cyclical and continuous. They identified a process which is flexible to respond to and looks at different viewpoints, with the focus being maintained on learning. They introduced a theory of reflection that enabled the learner to see if the outcome of the reflection had any value to their experience. The model produced had four foci: reflection on values, reflection on practice, reflection on improvement and reflection on context (Ghaye & Ghaye, 1998). This model appears to place the emphasis on the learner and the values they bring to the reflection process and attempts to demonstrate how these values naturally influence a person’s practice, and will impact upon improvement and alter the views of the training context. In terms of student teachers the added element of ‘value’ is vital because each student enters the teacher training environment with an attitude to education based upon their own experience. In some cases this ‘value laden’ opinion is so strong it can hinder improvement and the ability to reflect, which is often an issue associated with adult learning. Moon (2005) relates to reflection to emotion and perhaps the value mentioned by Ghaye and Ghaye could have close similarities with the emotional charge the student brings to the situation. The consideration of emotion proves to be a key factor in the data produced by this research.
The previously mentioned theories appear to suggest that reflection is a skill that has to be acquired. Schön (1987: p24) equates learning to reflect as the same as learning a motor skill such as a Tennis shot. Honey and Mumford (2006) would support this statement and consider learning has taken place when a student either knows something new or can perform a new skill. Jarvis (2006) extends this opinion by emphasising the importance of using the memory to learn from previous experiences. In a similar way Sinclair & Sinclair (1994) emphasise the importance of mental management skills which need to be learnt before a process of reflection can be acquired. If the student is a ‘reflective learner’ or is capable of using information gained from past experience within the current situation, this process may occur sooner rather than later in their training year. Donald (2002) would argue that a student teacher can only ‘start’ the reflection process during the training year because the demands of coping with the teaching environment produce student teachers that learn to absorb rather than challenge pedagogical situations. 

Reflexive Learning Strategies

Consideration must be given to the different ways of achieving reflection and that student teachers have individual ways of learning. This is supported by Rolfe et al (2001) who highlighted that some students may wish to express values or feelings verbally to a professional member of staff or a peer group member or even a concerned family member. In these instances the comments are likely to be descriptive and random. Ghaye & Ghaye (1998) would support the use of verbal reflection because it allows the student to place the situation in context and provides the opportunity for the speaker to make sense of their own thoughts. They believe the conversation or reflective discourse is a crucial element of the improvement process. Richert (1990) also used verbal reflection with a partner in her research into student reflection. She combined verbal and written portfolio to provide a basis of analysis. She found that both written and verbal reflections contained elements of feelings and assessment of themselves. Verbal reflection should be an integral part of the mentoring process but in some cases mentors may feel uncomfortable with the process. In this case, University based focus groups and action learning sets could be used to provide the opportunity for the student to voice openly their situation and to start to reason with the situation or experience. Morrison (1996) believes students need a ‘significant other’ to engage with, in order to explain, construct and reflect upon their own progress, providing the student feels comfortable talking to the ‘other’ person.

Parsons and Stephenson (2005) state that spoken reflection usually takes place in the form of a University lesson evaluation pro-forma and is often descriptive with helpful hints of how to cope in future. The introduction of a reflective journal can help to stimulate critical analysis without the threat of an external audience or judgement. However, experience has found that journals are rarely completed unless they have some form of assessment attached to them (Parson & Stephenson, 2005) and often exist in order to “dump painful experiences” (Coghlin & Brannick, 2005). The whole process of reflection should be void of external opinion or grade because the real value lies in the words or interpretations themselves. Morrison (1996) supports the notion of learning journals but feels they should be woven into the University / school based experience as part of modular assessment. This provides the student with the opportunity to link theory to practice and reflect upon professional aspects. Moon (2005) views journal writing as a way of ‘demonstrating what we have learnt’ and because learning is personal the journals should be written as a form of speech. The journal should have a focus which may start with a description of the event and progress onto exploration and eventual testing, but for Moon the most important factor is the starting point. 

The Research Study

This research was an evaluative case study (Bassey, 1999: p41) of an intervention, which embraced the theories of Dewey and suggestions of emotion and value, made by Moon and Ghaye and Ghaye. The study introduced individual and communal forms of reflection in both the written and spoken form to the PGCE cohort. This small scale research project took place over a nine month training period which equated to the PGCE year. There were fourteen participants (7 male; 7 female) who were all studying secondary Physical Education at the same institution.  The participants were aged between 21 – 24 years of age and all of them eventually graduated with Qualified Teacher status. Five key participants were selected at the conclusion of the data collection.
Research questions

a) to evidence the maturation of reflection and to identify possible stages of development using Dewey’s framework.

b)   to assess how reflective learning strategies impact on student teachers 

c)   to assess the relative effectiveness of a range of reflective learning techniques (written, spoken, individual, communal)

Method
The research project commenced in September and was completed in June. Five complementary reflective learning strategies were used to investigate the development of the students’ ability to reflect: questionnaires, focus groups, action learning sets, reflective diaries and interviews. Individual and communal reflection was used to incorporate both previous and current experience. These learning strategies were implemented with the purpose of data collection. 

Data analysis

All interviews (communal and individual) were taped and later transcribed. These transcripts along with the questionnaire and journal data were analysed using a non critical approach (Fairclough, 1992: p10). The verbal data was analysed using a form of conversation analysis: framing Dewey’s stages of learning. The description, grammar and sequencing of events were examined, with key phrases identifying any emotional content or value based statements also being noted. The researcher was very aware of the perceived ‘power’ relationship between the lecturer and the student within the action learning sets and focus groups and is aware that this may have influenced the quality of the reflection.
Results and Discussion

a) substantive findings

The findings, from the 14 participants, reveal that there is no possible generalisation or developmental pattern of the trainees’ progress using Dewey’s five stages of learning development.   There were however four trainees that demonstrated a pattern of maturation through the five stages. The data, from these four participants, showed a relationship between the development of reflection and a pre requisite of emotion.
The data indicates that reflection appears to have an emotional pre requisite. The four participants with a positive emotion pre requisite were able to reflect through Dewey’s five stages of learning development. As shown the same participant (Male 6) used words, pauses in speech and intonation to depict positive emotion.
“- a bit of praise – lots of stickers given out ….I had to forget the quality and get them enjoying it ….they did really well in the end and I could praise those doing really well  … they learnt themselves” (Action Learning Set, Jan 08).

“ You have to think about everything every lesson – you always have to think about ways to improve ….. experience you become better at – the amount of time you are teaching you always make mistakes but its trying not to make the same ones again – its trying to make it right.” (Action Learning Set, April 08)

“I reflect better I tend to think about the impact I will have on people … learning to reflect is exactly like a skill – picking up the right things. I look at what went right – I tend to start with what went wrong so then I think right what went right.” (individual interview, June 08)

One of the fourteen participants used negative terms and aggressive statements during the action learning sets and focus groups. He demonstrated a negative emotional pre requisite and did not reflect beyond the reasoning stage and attributed blame to an external factor.
“ I struggled with them, they didn’t respond to me very well I think I was really negative towards them …… I felt that to start with I’ve got to be more positive …Instead of shouting what’s wrong …(focus group, November 08)
“I think inclusion is ideal – its brilliant in theory and to a point its good in practice but I don’t think it takes into account any of the practicalities of mainstream education – where there is a massive variety, even more so particularly so in fact with PE, where inclusion is an absolute nightmare!” (Action Learning Set, January 08)

“I tended to pitch my lessons too high and still now at times I am astounded at the lack of ability – you know you should be able to run 100 yards jogging” (Action Learning Set, April 08)

 This supports the work of Moon (2005) and Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) who suggest the importance of emotion when reflecting on an event or situation. It could therefore, be suggested that a student teacher must have a positive emotion towards the teaching experience before reflection through Dewey’s five stages of learning can occur.

b) methodological findings

The Learning Strategy used had an effect on the ‘type’ of reflection recorded. The action learning sets for example, appear to promote reflection with a ‘value’ or positive nature; whereas the data from the focus group contained negative reflection (Moon, 2005 ; Ghaye and Ghaye, 1998). The analysis of the narrative provided in the action learning sets and focus groups indicated the action learning sets encouraged the participants to reflect in a positive way; whereas the focus groups encouraged negative comments and an attribution of blame to external factors such as school based mentors or pupils. However, the action learning sets and focus groups were timetabled for different times in the academic year and it may be that the focus group came too early in the training year to allow the participants to reflect in a positive manner. The focus group was scheduled for November when the participants had only experienced 4 weeks in the first placement school. The students had little to reflect upon and would be comparing their teaching experience to their own schooling experience. 
Conclusion

The data suggests that individuals who reflect with positive emotion are more likely to learn from their experience and demonstrate elements of Dewey’s five stage framework. This may be linked to the personality of the student or an area Teacher Training Institutions could address to encourage reflection. If students can be motivated and enthused to reflect with positive emotion the quality of the reflective learning will be improved. Reflection with a positive pre requisite enables the student to ‘test’ their reflective thoughts and to learn from their experience, if this can be achieved during the training phase of their career the quality of the teaching should improve. The students who demonstrated positive emotion matured in their ability to reflect.

The data demonstrates that this positive reflection only occurs in the second phase of the training period. As the action learning sets increased the likelihood of positive reflection, it could be suggested that reflective learning strategies need to be introduced at crucial stages in the training period. Parsons and Stephenson (2005) held the opinion that students need experience on which to reflect which would support the findings of this research indicating placement A needs to be completed before introducing action learning sets and journal writing.
This is an area of interest for educators in HEI who wish to promote reflective learning. The ‘communal’ focus groups appear to have the effect of trainees ‘joining’ in the negative comments or voicing opinions for effect. It may be that focus groups need to occur at a later stage in the training year in order to encourage more ‘positive’ reflection. The action learning sets on the other hand, are also communal but have a solitary verbalisation which could be a true representation of the individuals’ opinions. The use of action learning sets should therefore be encouraged amongst student teachers.

In conclusion, student teachers need to reflect with positive emotion to encourage a maturation of their learning. This can be achieved through the use of action learning sets at crucial stages of development (following a school experience) but there may be a requirement from the training institution to ‘teach’ or allow the skill of reflection to occur.
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