
How do we 
learn?
K AT IE  G AR D NE R



Learning outcomes

•Identify our own learning styles and consider why it is important to PCET 

educators

•Explore concept of reflective practice

•Consider reflective writing for personal and professional development



Learning Styles

•Many different theories in relation to learning styles

•VAK

•VARK

•Mumford and Honey

•Critique of learning styles, however…



Mumford and Honey (1986)

4 learning styles:

•Activist 

•Reflector 

•Theorist  

•Pragmatist



Theorist

•Theorists like to understand the theory behind the actions. They need 

models, concepts and facts in order to learn. They like to analyse and 

synthesise, and feel uncomfortable with subjective judgements. 

•Theorists learn best when: 

• an activity is backed up by ideas and concepts that form a model, system 
or theory

• in a structured situation with a clear purpose

• they have the chance to question and probe

• required to understand a complex situation. 



•Theorists learn least: 

• in situations that emphasise emotions and feelings; 

• when activities are unstructured or ambiguous; 

• when asked to act without knowing the principles or concepts involved.



Pragmatist 

•Pragmatists are keen on trying things out. They look for new ideas that can be 

applied to the problem in hand. They like to get on with things and tend to be 

impatient with open-ended discussions; they are practical, down-to earth people. 

•Pragmatists learn best when:

• there is an obvious link between the topic and a current need

• they are shown techniques with clear practical advantages

• they can try things out with feedback from an expert

• they can copy an example, or emulate a role model. 



•Pragmatists learn least when:

• there is no immediate practical benefit

• there are no clear guidelines on how to do it

• it appears to be ‘all theory’.



Reflector

•Reflectors learn by observing and thinking about what happened. They like to 

consider all the possible angles and implications before coming to a 

considered opinion. They spend time listening and observing, and tend to be 

cautious and thoughtful. 

•Reflectors learn best when:

• able to stand back and observe first

• given time to think and investigate before commenting or acting

• given an opportunity to review what has happened

• doing tasks without tight deadlines. 



•Reflectors learn least when: 

• forced to take a lead in a group

• doing things without preparation

• rushed by deadlines.



Activist 

•Activists are people who learn by doing. They like to involve themselves in 

new experiences, and will ‘try anything once’. They tend to act first and 

consider the consequences afterwards. 

•Activists learn best when:

• involved in new experiences, problems and opportunities

• thrown in at the deep end

• working with others in problem solving, games, role-playing exercises 

• able to lead a group. 



•Activists learn least when:

• Listening to lectures or reading long explanations

• Reading, writing and thinking on their own; analysing and interpreting lots 

of data 

• Following precise instructions.



Who do you think you are?

•Based on the descriptions please get yourselves into the learning style you 

think you are?

•Activist 

•Reflector 

•Theorist  

•Pragmatist



Which learning 
style are you?

•which one are you? Pdf version: 

https://www.mycit.ie/contentfiles/Caree

rs/4.%20HoneyandMumfordLearningSty

lesQuestionnaire.pdf

•which one are you? online version: 

https://www.mint-hr.com/mumford.html
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Were you right?

•Are you the learning style you thought you were?

•Why does this matter for

• You

• Your students



Reflective 
Practice

K AT IE  G AR D NE R



What is reflective 
practice?

•Reflective Practice Padlet

•Outline what you consider reflective 
practice to be

•Words

•Statements

•Links to research

•Models you might know

•Links to websites…

https://padlet.com/kgardner75/pcet-full-time-2027-what-is-reflective-practice-c93imxjx2671mgqx
https://padlet.com/kgardner75/pcet-full-time-2027-what-is-reflective-practice-c93imxjx2671mgqx


Experience?

•What experience does anyone have of reflection or reflective practice?

•Did you use a specific reflective model?



What is Reflective Practice?

•An activity with purpose – i.e. to learn and apply something new

•An active process of exploration, questioning and self discovery

•Evidence of outcomes, enhanced learning and improved teaching

•A state of mind, a permanent pattern of behaviour

•Anchors theory in meaningful, concrete experience

•Gives recognition to learning gained in non-academic contexts

•Helps develop understanding of difficult work situations, improving 

professional practice



What Reflective Practice isn’t 

•A simple recall of past events

•A description of events and feelings

•A pointless exercise with no learning gained



Different models

•John Dewey

•Donald Schon

•Stephen Brookfield

•John Driscoll

•David Boud

•David Kolb

•Graham Gibbs



Schön (1930-1997) theory 1991

•Area of interest was adult and professional learning

•Adults need to learn from professional experience

•Reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action





Kolb (1984)

•4 stage process that 

transforms an event into 

effective learning

•Could be seen as a 

learning theory too



Gibbs 
(1998)



Applying reflection to professional practice

Stage 1 Experience: What happened? What is it that you are going to reflect upon. 

Give a description of the event.

Stage 2 Feelings: What were you thinking and feeling? Consider what your feelings 

were at the time and your reactions? Happy? Nervous? Confident?

Stage 3 Evaluation: What was good and bad about the situation? This is about value 

judgements, your experience, your subjective evaluation of the experience.

Stage 4 Analysis: Making sense of the situation – Use wider experience and sources 

here to supplement this.

Stage 5 Conclusion: What else could be done? – Generally think about your 

responses as you have outlined in evaluation and analysis. Specifically how 

might this may link to the way in which you work. 

Stage 6 Action plan: What would you do next time? – if the situation occurred again, 

what would you change? How would you respond differently? Can you take 

any intermediate steps?



Driscoll 
1990’s

•Based on Terry Borton

•Asks three simple 

questions to begin 

analysing an experience



David Boud 1985

Experience

What? 

A description of 
events is needed

Reflection

So what?

Unpicking the 
experience

Learning

Now what? 

What have you   
learned? 
What is the impact 
of this?



John Dewey (1859 – 1952)

•How We Think (1933) 

•We engage in a process of reflective thinking that would allow a 

solution to be found, tried out, and resolved 



Suggestions:

Identify and 
Define the 
Problem

Intellectual-
isation:

Analyse the 
Problem

Hypothesis:

Generate 
Creative 
Solutions

Reasoning:

Select the 
Best 

Solution

Testing:

Take Action

Five stage model



Stephen Brookfield

•Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher (1995).

•Specific to teaching

•4 critical lenses 





Reflection activity

•Read the 3 reflective accounts on Moodle (hard copies available if you are 

not on Moodle yet)

•They are an account form a presentation at a team meeting in the workplace 

by 22-year old after graduating. 

•The accounts of the same event are written at three different levels of 

reflection. 

•Read the accounts consider how they are written- feedback to group



Reflection activity: Example a – 
what are your thoughts?

•This account is descriptive and contains little reflection

•The account describes what happened. Sometimes mentioning past 

experiences, sometimes anticipation the future – but all in the content and of 

an account of the event.

•There are some references to Marianne's emotional reactions, but she has 

not explored how the reactions relate to her behaviour.



Example a cont…

•Ideas are taken on without questioning them or considering them in depth

•The account is written only from Marianne’s point of view

•External information is mentioned but its impact on behaviour is not subject 

to consideration

•Generally, one point is made at a time and ideas are not linked



Reflection activity: Example b – 
what are your thoughts?

•An account showing some reflection

•There is description of the event, but when there are external ideas or 

information, the material is subjected to consideration and deliberation

•The account shows sone analysis

•There is recognition of the worth of exploiting motives for behaviour

•There is willingness to be critical of action



Example b cont…

•Relevant and helpful detail is explored where it has value

•There is recognition of the overall effect of the event on self – in other words, 

there is some ‘standing back’ from the event

•The account it written at one point in time. It does not, therefore, 

demonstrate the recognition that views can change with time and more 

reflection. In other words, the account does not indicate a recognition that 

frames of reference the affect the manner in which we reflect at a given time



Reflection activity: Example c – 
what are your thoughts?

•This account shows quite deep reflection, and it foes incorporate a 

recognition that the frame of reference with which an event is views can 

change

•Self-questioning is evident (an ‘internal dialogue’ is set up at times) 

deliberating between different views of her own behaviour (own and others)

•Marianne takes into account the views and motives off others and considers 

these against her own

•She recognises how prior experience, thoughts (own and other’s) interact 

with the production of her own behaviour



Example c cont…

•There is clear evidence of standing back from an event

•She helps herself to learn form the experience by splitting off the reflective 

processes from the points she wants to learn (by asterisk system)

•There is recognition that the personal frame of reference can change 

according to the emotional state in which it is written, the acquisition of new 

information, the review of ideas and the effect of time passing.



Reflective writing is…

•Your response to experiences, opinions, events or new information

•Your response to thoughts and feelings

•A way of thinking to explore your learning

•A way of making meaning out of what you study 

•A way to achieve clarity and better understanding of what you are learning 

•An opportunity to gain self-knowledge 

•A chance to develop and reinforce writing skills
Syed, Scoular and Reaney, 2012 



Reflective writing is not…

•Just conveying information, instruction or argument 

•Pure description, though there may be descriptive elements 

•A straightforward decision or judgement (e.g. about whether something is 

right or wrong, good or bad) 

•Simple problem-solving 

•A summary of course/conference notes

•A standard essay

Syed, Scoular and Reaney, 2012 p.4



Pros and cons of reflective models

PROS

•Offer a structure to be followed

•Provide a useful starting point for 
those unsure where to begin

•Allow you to assess all levels of a 
situation

•You will know when the process is 
complete

CONS

•Imply that steps must be followed 
in a defined way

•In the real world you may not start 
'at the beginning'

•Models may not apply in every 
situation

•Reflective practice is a continuous 
process



Practice reflecting individual task 

•Using one of the reflective cycles think of an event or situation that has 

happened recently

•Go through the reflective cycle step by step 

•Have you learnt anything more about the event?

•Do you have an action plan as a result of it?

•What was it like using a reflective cycle?



Learning outcomes

•Identify our own learning styles and consider why it is important to PCET 

educators

•Explore concept of reflective practice

•Consider reflective writing for personal and professional development
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