Chapter 2
A Model for Reflection in the Pedagogic Field
of Higher Education

Mary Ryan and Michael Ryan

1 Introduction

This chapter provides theoretical underpinnings for a new, transferable and custom-
isable model for teaching and assessing reflective learning in all higher education
courses that seek to develop students’ capacities to enhance their learning and their
professional practice. We begin by reviewing current approaches to reflection and
identifying key gaps in the applicability of such approaches. Next, we outline our
proposal for a model that aims to address these gaps, and which takes account of
different theoretical approaches, and is compatible with professional standards from
different disciplines. Finally, we discuss ways in which the model can be imple-
mented in practice through pedagogy and associated resources, including an inno-
vative new concept of online pedagogic hubs.

2 Definitions and Approaches to Reflection

Reflection has been variously defined from different perspectives (e.g. critical theo-
ry or professional practice) and disciplines (see Boud 1999), but at the broad level,
the definition used here includes two key elements: (1) making sense of experi-
ence; and importantly, (2) reimagining future experience. This definition reflects
the belief that reflection can operate at a number of levels, and suggests that to
achieve the second element (reimagining), one must reach the higher, more abstract
levels of critical reflection as outlined below. We refer to this type of reflection as
academic or professional reflection, as distinct from personal reflection, which may
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not necessarily move to the critical level, and may not have a conscious or stated
purpose. Thus, academic or professional reflection involves learners making sense
of their experiences in a range of ways by: understanding the context of learning
and the particular issues that may arise; understanding their own contribution to that
context, including past experiences, values/philosophies and knowledge; drawing
on other evidence or explanation from the literature or relevant theories to explain
why these experiences have played out or what could be different; and using all of
this knowledge to re-imagine and ultimately improve future experience.

Most researchers and commentators agree that there are different types or hier-
archical levels of reflection. Grossman (2008) suggests that there are at least four
different levels of reflection along a depth continuum. These range from descrip-
tive accounts, to different levels of mental processing, to transformative or inten-
sive reflection. He argues that students can be scaffolded at each level to produce
more productive reflections. Similarly, Bain et al. (2002) suggest different levels of
reflection with their 5Rs framework of (1) Reporting, (2) Responding, (3) Relat-
ing, (4) Reasoning and (5) Reconstructing. Their levels increase in complexity and
move from description of, and personal response to, an issue or situation; to the use
of theory and experience to explain, interrogate, and ultimately transform practice.
They suggest that the content or level of reflection should be determined by the
problems and dilemmas of the practitioner. Hatton and Smith (1995) also suggest
a depth model, which moves from description to dialogic (stepping back to evalu-
ate) and finally to critical reflection. For example, critical reflection can be used to
facilitate ‘multiple ways of knowing’ as opposed to scientific evidence as a singular
basis of practice in nursing (Tarlier 2005). These multiple ways of knowing include
an understanding of one’s own ideologies and a broader knowledge of contextual
factors, which can be teased out in critically reflective ways to inform one’s art of
practice in any professional field.

Academic or professional reflection, as opposed to personal reflection, generally
involves a conscious and stated purpose (Moon 2006), and as it is generally linked
to assessment or professional development, needs to show evidence of learning
and a growing professional knowledge. This type of purposeful reflection, which is
generally the aim in higher education courses, and is the focus of this paper, must
ultimately reach the critical level for deep, active learning to occur. Such reflection
is underpinned by a transformative approach to learning that sees the pedagogical
process as one of knowledge transformation rather than knowledge transmission
(Kalantzis and Cope 2008; Leonardo 2004). The learner is an active participant
in improving learning and professional practice. Critical social theory underpins
this transformative approach to reflection. Critical social theory is concerned with
emancipation, however it also engages in a language of transcendence, whereby cri-
tique serves to cultivate students’ abilities to question, deconstruct and reconstruct
their own practices and imagine an alternative reality (Giroux 1988; Kincheloe
2003). When students are provided with opportunities to examine and reflect upon
their beliefs, philosophies and practices, they are more likely to see themselves as
active change agents and lifelong learners within their professions (Mezirow 2006).

Much of the literature on reflective learning is concerned with how, and at what
level, learners reflect (see for example Bain et al. 2002; Hatton and Smith 1995;
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Mezirow 2006), rather than on developmental or systematic approaches to reflec-
tion. There is a large body of work associated with higher education and/or profes-
sional learning, which describes how particular reflective strategies or activities
can be used to develop deeper or more complex levels of reflection. To illustrate
key ideas from this body of work, evidence-based strategies reviewed here include:
reflective journaling—unstructured and structured (more explicitly guided); formal
reflection papers; interviewing; and group memory work.

The use of reflective journaling is a common strategy in higher education. Barney
and Mackinlay (2010) describe how students and lecturers in an Indigenous Aus-
tralian Studies course utilised reflective journaling to write about and discuss both
emotional and intellectual discomforts, and through this discursive exchange, to
transform their ways of knowing about identity and learning. Barney and Mackinlay
suggest that exploring the relations of power through dialogue with self is a power-
ful way to deal with complicated and ‘messy’ issues around race and identity. Car-
rington and Selva (2010) and Fitzgerald (2009) also describe the use of reflective
journals that focus on diversity and identity in higher education courses. Both pa-
pers report on service learning programs that incorporate more structured and scaf-
folded journal writing than that described by Barney and Mackinlay. Carrington and
Selva make a strong argument for the benefits of a more structured approach with
explicit prompts to guide students to deeper and more critical reflection. McGuire,
Lay and Peters (2009) similarly take a more formal approach to reflection with
the use of reflection papers (essays) in their Social Work course. They found that
structured papers, with guided prompts and clear assessment rubrics, were the most
effective way to enable critical thinking about the relationship of theory to profes-
sional practice. Each of these approaches is concerned with both personal and pro-
fessional identity, particularly in courses that deal with diversity in the community.

Less common approaches to reflection are described by Janssen, de Hullu and
Tigerlaar (2008) and Ovens and Tinning (2009). Their strategies are contextual-
ised within teacher education courses. Janssen et al. propose a cognitive strategy
for reflection that is based upon positive triggers rather than problems or negative
experiences. They scaffolded students to interview one another about practicum
teaching experiences, using pre-determined guiding reflection questions which
ultimately led to a resolution for future practice. They found that positive reflec-
tion led to more innovative teaching resolutions, while problem-based reflection
spawned conservative or more traditional teaching resolutions. Ovens and Tinning
on the other hand, describe a socio-cultural process of small group memory-work,
which involves ‘interpreting participants’ subjective experiences through an itera-
tive process of individual and collective analysis of participants’ written memories’
(p- 1126). They suggest that by writing and analysing narratives about personal
experiences that relate to the research topics under discussion in class, students
will reflect more deeply on their epistemologies and implications for professional
practice. Their findings suggest that reflection cannot be taught as a discrete skill,
but rather that it must relate to the discursive context, and strategies must therefore
be chosen carefully for their applicability to that context. These findings have in-
formed our proposal for a model of reflective learning outlined in the latter section
of this paper, which prioritises the pedagogic field.
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Moon (2004) advocates the use of reflective journals, logs and portfolios, similar
to those described by Barney and Mackinlay (2010), Carrington and Selva (2010),
and Fitzgerald (2009). She also proffers a comprehensive list of ideas which are
intended to help learners understand how to learn or write reflectively. Some ex-
amples include: charting the differences between reflective writing and other forms
of academic writing; showing samples of reflective writing for students to analyse;
considering situations from a different social/cultural perspective or disciplinary
approach by creating dialogues, visual depictions, literary responses or dramatic
role-plays; and asking students to act as a critical friend to a peer as they undertake
an activity. Moon’s (2004) ideas are underpinned by some key principles. First, that
learning is a process in constant flux that is influenced by a variety of elements;
and secondly, that learning is both an individual (cognitive) process and a social
one. These principles are in accord with the ideas proposed by Kalantzis and Cope
(2008), which underpin the model that we propose in the latter part of this paper.

3 Conceptualising the Model

The examples reported from the literature outline successful strategies and/or rec-
ommend useful ideas for teaching and assessing reflective learning. We contend
that whilst these examples offer a rich smorgasbord for higher education teachers,
there are no examples of a systematic and deliberate approach (recommended by
Orland-Barak 2005) to teaching and assessing reflective learning across whole pro-
grams/courses in higher education. Thus we used our systematic literature review of
reflection, reflective learning and reflective practice, along with transformative and
social/cognitive learning theories (e.g. Kalantzis and Cope 2008; Leonardo 2004;
Kincheloe 2003; Bloom 1956), to visually map and discuss the crucial elements of
the pedagogic field of reflection in higher education, Our own practice and experi-
ence in teaching, and our knowledge of influential contextual factors such as profes-
sional standards in most disciplines also informed our ideas in the model.

As a result of our collaborative reflections and conceptual mapping, we suggest
that careful consideration is needed to plan deliberate and explicit strategies for
improving students’ reflective learning in higher education. The pedagogic field of
higher education is influenced by a number of socio-cognitive factors. First, there
is the developmental stage of the learner in this particular learning context. That
is, whether the learner is a novice in this field (for example a 1st year undergradu-
ate), about to embark on a new profession as a final year student, or somewhere in
between. Secondly, there is the disciplinary context in which the learning is occur-
ring. The subject matter, or discipline knowledge, along with key ways of knowing
within different disciplines (Freebody et al. 2008) and professional standards from
the field, will influence the kind of evidence, language and technologies that learn-
ers will use to demonstrate their reflective learning. Expectations that the lecturer
has about the level of reflection required for the task at hand are also a factor in the
choice of pedagogic strategies. The final factor influencing the pedagogic field in
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higher education is the diversity of learners. The prior knowledge, abilities and ex-
periences of students in relation to reflective learning and practice, along with aca-
demic conventions, is a major consideration in the pedagogic choices that are made
(Barney and Mackinlay 2010; Fitzgerald 2009; Singh and Doherty 2008). Thus,
we propose a model for teaching and assessing reflective learning that is directly
concerned with pedagogical decision-making and which accounts for these influ-
ences on the pedagogic field of higher education. The model can assist program/
course designers, in conjunction with individual unit/subject co-ordinators to plan
extended programs that progressively build student skills and understandings in a
consistent fashion (See Sect. 3 in this volume for discussions related to embedding
these ideas across programs). Direct teaching, rather than just provision of student
resources, is integral to this approach (Haigh 2000).

4 Introducing our Model for Reflective Learning
and Assessment in Higher Education

In this section we explain our transferable and customisable model for Teaching
and Assessing Reflective Learning (TARL). The chief purpose of this model is to
describe the pedagogical ’landscape’ associated with reflection so that effective
pedagogic choices can be made. Pedagogic choice can be better imagined as a task
requiring multi-dimensional characterisation. To accommodate an expansion in the
ways of thinking about reflective writing and assessment, the notion of a pedagogic
field is proposed. It can be represented as a two-dimensional space that captures
some of that complexity associated with pedagogic choice. One can imagine the
field populated by different teaching techniques or strategies around reflective writ-
ing or assessment from which selections are made. On a two-dimensional scale it
is possible to “load up” each dimension with scales that vary together (as demon-
strated by Panda 2004). Figure 2.1 illustrates the pedagogic field that forms the
basis of the TARL model, with each dot representing a particular teaching pattern
or strategy. The category-based dimension is concerned with levels of thinking or
application of higher order ideas, while the development-based dimension relates to
developments in students’ thinking over time as they progress through a program
with increasing exposure to disciplinary concepts and practices.

The category-based dimension (vertical axis) captures the progression from ru-
dimentary reflective thinking to more sophisticated thinking that is current in the
various theoretical scales for learning (for example a revised version of Bloom’s
taxonomy by Anderson and Krathwohl 2001; Kalantzis and Cope 2008). Other
learning theories can replace, or be used alongside those that we represent in our
model, in recognition of the different ways of knowing in different disciplines (see
Fig. 2.2). For example, cognitive-based system theories such as that proposed by
Ackoff (1989), in which one starts with data input, uses the information in differ-
ent ways, generates new knowledge by incorporating it into existing knowledge
schemas, then applies this knowledge in ways that indicate levels of wisdom. The
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model is flexible, and can be customised according to the learning theories used in
different disciplines.

Another customisable aspect of this dimension is the way that it simultaneously
captures varied levels of thinking and action demanded in the recognised profes-
sional standards of any field of practice. As an example, we have indicated in the
model ways in which the professional standards for nursing in Australia (Austra-
lian Nursing And Midwifery Council 2005) include elements of reflection that fit
along our vertical axis. Key foci such as evidence-based practice, recognising the
broader scope of practice, planning care suitable for the context, and developing
own programs for ongoing professional development, recognise the importance of
the different levels of reflection in the nursing profession. Professional standards
for teachers in Australia (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership
2010) similarly include levels of reflection, and could be substituted into the model.
Most professions or fields of learning recognises the value of reflexive and reflec-
tive practice that relies on rigorous evidence, trialling of ideas and ongoing learn-
ing. Thus, professional standards from any field sit easily on this axis of the model.

Scales that characterise reflective thinking such as Bain et al.’s 5Rs (2002) pro-
vide an integral dimension for pedagogic choice. They provide an important fram-
ing since, for example, the student activity targeting reflective reasoning could be
expected to be distinct from one targeting (mere) reflective reporting (this has been
conflated to 4Rs in this project as students in Carrington and Selva’s (2010) work
found it difficult to separate reporting and responding). This aspect of the category
dimension is one that we keep constant in our use of the model at our institution.
Whilst other scales of reflection could be substituted here, a key focus of a system-
atic approach is to develop a shared language for students and staff around reflec-
tion. The 5Rs offer the potential for this shared language; hence, in this institutional
context this aspect is a constant feature of the model. Figure 2.2 illustrates three
scales ‘over-layered’ on the category dimension. Although Bain et al.’s scale is
fixed, the theoretical and professional scales are replaceable.

While necessary, use of a scale that categorises reflective thinking is in itself not
sufficient for pedagogic selection since there are a myriad of other factors at play
when designing learning experiences. The development-based dimension (hori-
zontal axis) tries to capture the varied demands on teaching as students progress
through a program/course of study or act within different contexts (see Fig. 2.2). A
scale that indicates a student’s place in their program/course of study (over time)
can have a critical influence on what activity or assessment method is best. Typi-
cally, learning experiences for students in their first year at university differ mark-
edly from those directed at students in their final year. For example, undergraduate
teacher education courses tend to concentrate on foundation skills in early years
with an increased emphasis on learning from field experience or work integrated
learning near the end of their course.

Another key aspect of the development-based horizontal axis is the focus or sub-
ject matter of reflective activities across time. Early in the program/course, students
won’t generally demonstrate authoritative knowledge of the professional field. Stu-
dents in their first year of a program/course need to have opportunities to reflect on
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contexts and ideas that are familiar, and within which they are immersed, so they can
move from the known to the new (Kalantzis and Cope 2008). A focus on self, own
views, learning style and one’s place in society provides rich ground for reflection
in the first instance. Mid-way into the program/course, reflection can begin to focus
on peers’ contributions, and use of relevant theory and disciplinary frameworks to
reason and reconstruct their burgeoning ideas and practices. Towards the end of the
program/course reflection can be situated squarely in the theory-practice nexus,
using theory, disciplinary knowledge, professional standards and pedagogic experi-
ences to relate, reason and reconstruct interrelated facets of professional practice.

Development of reflection across time can also engender different contexts in
which to reflect. Early experiences with reflection may be undertaken in simulat-
ed spaces, for example, using scenarios and problem-based learning. On the other
hand, by the time students reach their final year of study, their reflections may well
be undertaken in the professional workplace as they increasingly embark on work-
integrated learning, internships and fieldwork. This aspect of the horizontal axis
does not suggest that simulation cannot occur in the final year, or that reflection in
the workplace or field cannot be included in first year of study. However, in terms of
professional knowledge and opportunities to enact theory in practice, most produc-
tive reflection will follow this progression as students become more knowledgeable
about, and attuned to, the professional field.

The complete TARL model (see Fig. 2.2) with two replaceable scales represents
the pedagogic field, which is populated by distinct teaching strategies and assess-
ment around reflection. The shaded region highlights an assumed trend whereby,
over time, increasingly higher levels of reflection related to the professional field
are targeted. The model provides a means for course developers to include deep re-
flection at different points across a course so that students have the skills to critical-
ly engage with the theories and practices introduced along the way. By positioning
reflective teaching strategies and assessment across a pedagogic field, both time and
contextual space are prioritised in pedagogical decision-making. In addition, the
scales provide a ‘language’ around learning activities and assessment tasks so that
students can better understand requirements and connections to professional prac-
tice. Thus the model prioritises informed and strategic pedagogical choices (the dots
in Fig. 2.2) in a move away from a ‘smorgasbord’ approach to reflective activities.

5 Implications for Application of the Model and Further
Developments

As an integral aspect of resource support for embedding our model across pro-
grams/courses in higher education, we have drawn from the work of the pedagogi-
cal patterns project (Bennedsen and Eriksen 2006; Sharp et al. 2003) to develop
a suite of pedagogical patterns for teaching and assessing reflection, which sit at
various points on the pedagogic field grid (See Fig. 2.2). Pedagogical patterns seek
to capture effective practice in teaching and learning. They are the essence of tried
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and proven strategies (Bennedsen and Eriksen 2006) that have been written using a
pattern language to enable transference across contexts and disciplines.

The pattern language generally poses a problem or issue that has sparked the
pattern; it provides the context in which the strategy was effective; and outlines the
steps taken to implement the strategy. Other resources or notes can also be added
to the pattern, for example, the levels of reflection targeted and specific textual
features of the reflection. This approach may seem quite prescriptive and rather dry,
particularly for teachers who are competent in weaving a number of pedagogical
strategies through a learning context in flexible ways. We address this issue in two
key ways: first, in the way the patterns are presented to potential users; and sec-
ondly, we contribute to the scholarly field of pedagogical patterns by introducing a
new concept of pedagogic hubs that has emerged from our cross-disciplinary work
in the project and which can be facilitated online for easy linking of resources.

When presenting the pedagogical patterns as a resource package, we have found
the use of metaphor to be a powerful device in portraying the underlying philoso-
phy of our project. We see teaching as both a functional and creative enterprise,
highly dependent on the skills of the teacher rather than on the curriculum or re-
sources alone: essentially, teachers do make a difference (Darling-Hammond 2010).
Thus, we do not seek to ‘teacher-proof” our patterns, rather we provide a framework
which can be used as needed when trialling new strategies. The metaphor of a cook-
ing recipe is useful to highlight the customisable nature of the patterns. When one
first tries a new recipe, depending on previous cooking skills and knowledge, one
may be more likely to use the ingredients and follow the method as set out in the
recipe. However, as the cook becomes more confident (this happens sooner for
some), they may start to substitute ingredients and vary the method to suit different
tastes and purposes. Another aspect of the metaphor that highlights a key focus of
reflection in the project is that recipes can be represented in multiple modes: writ-
ten, visual, oral, performed or combinations of these. So too, we see the potential
for reflection to be represented in multimodal forms, thus the pedagogical patterns
encompass these different modes. This metaphor enables teachers to see that they
can ‘own’ the patterns and use the elements and modes of representation that fit
their context and student needs. Their adaptations can then be documented to add
to online pedagogic hubs.

Pedagogic hubs can enrich pedagogical patterns and can enable the sharing of
ongoing work in the pedagogic ‘community of practice’ (Wenger 1998). We devel-
oped the concept of online pedagogic hubs (see Fig. 2.3) through our work with
faculties involved in the current project to capture the dynamic nature of any field
of pedagogic practice. In writing up the pedagogic patterns and presenting them
within workshops across the university, it became clear that the abstract form of
the patterns could be enriched by the provision of convenient (ultimately online)
resources to make patterns ‘come alive’ for the reader. The pedagogical pattern (the
dots in the pedagogic field in Fig. 2.2) becomes the hub of a much larger resource,
with hyperlinks to: samples of student reflective work evolving from the pattern;
assessment descriptors and criteria sheets that have been used; unit/subject objec-
tives; related patterns or tasks; presentations by staff and students; scholarly articles
about, or related to, the pattern; and online forums to facilitate staff reflections on
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their implementation of the pattern or explanations of successful variations to the
pattern. Reflections on and variations to the pattern may also spawn new patterns,
in a continuous reflexive cycle of effective, evidence-based practice.

The provision of such a rich resource in the pedagogic field of higher education
can contribute to the systematic development of reflection across whole programs/
courses, and across faculties. Becoming part of the community of practice around
reflection means that teachers in higher education can access useful resources and
ideas, and can also generate new knowledge in the pedagogic field by contributing
new patterns, pattern modifications or teaching resources to support patterns, as has
happened in the current project (see www.edpatterns.net for current pedagogic hubs
from this project).

Implementing a shared language to describe levels of reflection for both Faculty
staff and students is an important cohesive element in a systematic approach to
reflection. Within the current project the Bain et al. (2002) scale has been adopted.
Whilst there are a variety of scales reported in the literature, as outlined in previous
sections, this scale uses simple, easy to remember descriptors—the 5Rs of reflec-
tion (conflated to 4Rs in this project as we found that there were only four distinct
levels of thinking—after Carrington and Selva 2010)). Prompts can be provided to
help structure the reflection through the levels (see Table 2.1).

The shared language can be embedded into assessment descriptions and criteria
sheets, along with student resources and pedagogic patterns and hubs. The chapters
in Sect. 2 of this volume offer more detailed descriptions of the potential of these
resources and patterns.
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