Reflective Essay – Elizabeth Langshaw
MHRA referencing style. 
This essay will reflect my experience and observations whilst being on placement in a foundation level Anthropology class (level 3 higher education), who are currently studying a module called ‘Being Human’. Foundation level falls under the category of higher education and therefore it has been necessary to refer to the professional standards that we have in Wales which relate to higher education. According to the Welsh Government’s professional standards for further education in Wales, their purpose is to provide a framework to encourage professional learning, promote self-reflection to improve practice and are in place to ensure a high-quality of assessment, learning and high-quality teaching.[footnoteRef:1] I will draw upon the professional standards for further education and for education practitioners in Wales to support my reflection on the teaching that I have observed during my placement. During my time on placement, I have been keeping a notebook to record my observations which I will be using as a tool to aid my reflection and to help me analyse thoughts and feelings in relation to the placement opportunity. Reflection is an important skill within the education sector, Donald A. Schön writes about the importance of reflection in his book “The Reflective Practitioner” where he argues that education should be centred around “reflection-in-action” which Schön describes as being learning by doing, advocating it offers education professionals a reflective approach to teaching to support students to handle problems they may face with confidence, skill, and care.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Welsh Government, Professional Standards for Further Education Teachers and Work-Based Learning Practitioners in Wales (Cardiff: Crown, 2017), p. 6.]  [2:  Donald A Schon, Educating the Reflective Practitioner: Toward A New Design for Teaching and Learning in The Professions (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1987), pp. 5-15.] 

During my placement I have found it interesting to observe the style of teaching that the lecturer uses. Carrying out a placement observation at a higher educational level is new to me and although many teaching practices that apply to primary and secondary education also apply to higher education, I was intrigued to see how they may differ in their teaching styles. Having this in mind, during my observations I noted how the lecturer chose to deliver their sessions to the students and found the lectures to be predominantly student-led. Brown, Bull and Pendlebury argue that one of the ways students learn is through discussion with others which I found to feature in the lectures observed frequently.[footnoteRef:3] Mazzolini and Maddison write about a ‘sage or stage’ approach that a Lecturer may take where the lecturer focuses the discussion and closes it off when appropriate,[footnoteRef:4] I found this technique used during placement where the lecturer would prompt discussion within the group through a power point presentation and would then frequently pause to allow the students to discuss amongst themselves. Goldschmid and Goldschmid write a supportive argument for student-led teaching/learning suggesting that it encourages students to have an active involvement in the learning which increases co-operation, motivation, and self-confidence amongst students. Goldschmid and Goldschmid also draw upon the work of Piaget, in agreement with his advocation for active learning, knowledge deriving from doing/participating.[footnoteRef:5] Although the lecturer encouraged student-led learning, it was obvious a clear structure for the lecture, directed discussions was in place to ensure students remained on topic. This was good to observe as section 44 of the professional standards for education practitioners in Wales states “Teach clearly structured lessons or sequences of work so that all learners understand and meet the intended learning objectives”.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  George A Brown, Joanna Bull and Malcolm Pendlebury, Assessing Student Learning in Higher Education (Oxon: Routledge, 1997), p. 21.]  [4:  Margaret Mazzolini and Sarah Maddison, "Sage, Guide or Ghost? The Effect of Instructor Intervention on Student Participation in Online Discussion Forums", Computers & Education, 40.3 (2003), 238.]  [5:  Barbara Goldschmid and Marcel L. Goldschmid, "Peer Teaching in Higher Education: A Review", Higher Education, 5.1 (1976), 12.]  [6:  Welsh Government, Revised Professional Standards for Education Practitioners in Wales (Cardiff: Crown, 2011), p. 7.] 

 An example of the student-led learning I observed was a lecture where the group began by asking the lecturer any questions they had regarding the material and assignments they discussed in the previous lecture. Again, this was student led where the students re-capped through a discussion amongst themselves about the material they had discussed the day before. The lecturer did also get involved in the discussion, however students were able to lead the direction of the discussion. The lecturer then moved on to present their power point presentation which was about ‘the self’ and how and if the idea of a ‘self’ truly exists. He transitioned to the presentation naturally and did not need to interrupt discussion, rather chose the appropriate time to move the lecture forward. Even though a presentation is a more formal style of teaching, where the students are learning through observation and listening the lecturer took frequent pauses for discussion, where the students again would lead. The pause for discussion took place almost on every slide of the PowerPoint. For example, at the beginning, the lecturer explained a case study of a man that had committed a murder in his teenage years but was not found guilty of the crime until he was in his 90’s. This case study then sparked discussion amongst the students as to whether the man was the same person today as he was over 70 years ago when he committed the crime, and whether punishing him now was appropriate. Students shared their thoughts and opinions on the matter. Several students argued he could be a completely different person now, and to give him a prison sentence would not achieve anything as he is an elderly man who does not have long left to live. Conversely several students disagreed and argued that as he committed the crime he should be punished, regardless of his age or whether his character had changed, one student also argued that for the victim’s family it would be necessary to have some sort of justice for the crime committed. Whilst observing the discussion I thought that most students were very respectful of each other’s opinions and even when opposing an argument, they did so in a polite manner. Upon reflection of my observation, I analysed my thoughts by drawing correlations between the lecture and the professional standards for education practitioners in Wales.
I used Gibbs’ reflective cycle to focus my reflection on my observations during my placement experience and have found it to be a good tool to spark my reflective practice.[footnoteRef:7] Specifically, I refer to his 6 stages, I will provide an example of how I have put this cycle into practice regarding student participation during lectures. Stage 1 is a description of what took place, the students attended an online lecture, most students had their cameras turned off so the lecturer and other students could not see them. There were three students who had their cameras on, and it became clear early on that it was these students who participated more frequently in discussion. After noting down my observations I then moved on to stage 2 of Gibbs’ reflective cycle and began to think about my thoughts and feelings. Now that most of the students’ lectures take place online, I can understand that for some, it may be uncomfortable to have your camera on whilst at home or some may be unable to due to technology issues or a busy home. However, at stage 3, when evaluating my observations, I think that many students who did not actively participate in group discussions were able to opt out due to the nature of online lectures. These students were able to sit back and observe others interacting, however, if any students were asked a question, they were able to answer the lecturer with no issues. Koç carried out a research study into online education and found that an increase of student participation in discussion was necessary to increase student success. Koç suggested that to do this, online lectures should include engaging learning activities, reflecting on the group I have been observing I think that more engaging activities may have encouraged those students who participated less in discussions to get involved more often.[footnoteRef:8] Whilst researching this study I was implementing stage 4 of Gibbs’ reflective cycle, I have read articles and books regarding student participation and online learning helping me to make sense of my observations. This helped me draw conclusions which is stage 5 of the cycle. My conclusion is, to promote student success, student participation in discussions and lectures is essential and to do this the lecturer should prepare activities which allows this to happen. In future, I would ask the lecturer for more detail about the module and students prior to the observation taking place to develop a deeper understanding of the information being taught.  [7:  "Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle", University of Cumbria, 1988.]  [8:  Mustafa Koç, "Learning Analytics of Student Participation and Achievement in Online Distance Education: A Structural Equation Modelling", Educational Sciences: Theory & Practice, 17.6 (2017), 1907.] 

In this reflective essay I have focused on the style of teaching, whereby the lectures that I observed involved a lot of student-led discussion. The lecturer took a ‘sage or stage’ approach whereby they began the discussion and then closed it off at the appropriate time. The discussions that I observed showed good communication between students, whereby they listened to one and another’s opinions in a respectful manner. To refer to the professional standards for education practitioners in Wales, section 27 includes “Identify resources to support learning that will stimulate and motivate all learners to achieve desired outcomes”[footnoteRef:9], I think that the lecturer tried to use case studies to spark discussion between the students which worked well, however I do not think it stimulated and motivated all the students in attendance and some did not participate in the discussions.  [9:  Welsh Government, Revised Professional Standards for Education Practitioners in Wales (Cardiff: Crown, 2011), p. 6.] 
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