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Academic Critique of current thinking in relation to the use of reflective practice in teaching and learning

‘Reflective practice’ is generally understood as the ‘process of learning through and from experience towards gaining new insights of self and/or practice’(Finlay, 2008, 1). It usually involves an individual practitioner being self-aware and critically evaluating their responses to everyday practice situations in order to gain new understandings and so improve future practice. From a teaching perspective, AdvanceHE(2018) describes reflective practice as a ‘process in which practitioners reflect and learn from their own teaching experience in order to develop their pedagogic skills and professional practice’. Larrivee (2000, 293), on the other hand, takes a scaremongering approach, arguing that ‘unless teachers develop the practice of critical reflection, they stay trapped in unexamined judgements, interpretations, assumptions and expectations’. From a learner’s perspective, reflective practice involves reflecting ‘upon their own learning, performance and/or achievement’ in order to develop the capacity to ‘review, plan and take responsibility for their own learning and to understand what and how to learn’(QAA, 2009, 4). In general, reflective practice is seen as a key contributor to the process of life-long learning (Finlay, 2008, 1) and is now used widely across the PCET sector, both in a continuing professional development (CPD) context for academic staff and in personal development planning (PDP) for students. It is also used extensively in teacher training programmes and programmes of initial professional development for new teachers (Kahn, 2006, 10). In this essay I have attempted to trace and understand what seems like a current preoccupation in the PCET sector with reflective practice. 
Moon (2006, 10) links what is now an almost general acknowledgement of the value of reflective activities back to the advent of personal development planning/profiling (PDP) in the UK. She sees the PDP as a response to the requirement for HEIs to a put in place some form of reflective activity that relates a student’s learning experience to future planning and career development. This requirement originated in two reports published in 1997: The Dearing Report and The Garrick Report (Snape, Pain & Harkin (2007, 2), (Kahn, 2006). The information age was well underway by the late nineties and there was a realisation that knowledge would rapidly become outdated. People would have to learn how to learn (Scales, 2012, 2). Both reports recommended the introduction of ‘Student Progress Files’, which in the UK became what is now called PDP. QAA (2009, 5) defines PDP as ‘a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon their own learning, performance and/or achievement and to plan for their personal, educational and career development’. Of key importance is the fact that PDP plays an important role in making the outcomes or results of learning more explicit to the learner. It involves the setting of personal learning goals, an awareness of the process which enables those goals to be achieved and an awareness of the learning that has taken place. According to QAA (2009, 4) when learners understand what is expected of them and have articulated their own hopes and expectations, the quality of learning improves. The PDP process undertaken by learners is also helpful for their teachers, for example it can improve a teacher’s understanding of the development of individual learners whilst providing a framework for discussion about their progress. On a more corporate level, HEIs are able to use PDPs to better measure and evidence the learning of their students as well as their progress towards graduate employability which is currently a strong government focus (Norton, 2019). 
Whereas PDP is usually associated with learners in PCET, the professional development of teachers is referred to as Continuing Professional Development (CPD). In 2005, responsibility for Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for all staff working in PCET, including Higher Education, passed to Lifelong Learning UK(LLUK), an independent Sector Skills Council for employers in the lifelong learning sector. LLUK put reflection and continual improvement at the heart of CPD (Scales, 2012, 4). 

CPD is a now a mandatory requirement in the UK for the attainment of all PCET teacher qualifications and accreditations including Higher Education Academy (HEA) Fellowship, Qualified Teacher Learning and Skills (QTLS) and Education Workforce Council (EWC) membership. QTLS status, which can only be conferred on new teachers by The Society for Education and Training (SET), requires members to create a CPD journal each year (Scales, 2012, 20)(college.jobs.ac.uk, 2016). In their CPD they have to provide evidence of reflection on learning as well as evidence showing how CPD activities have made a difference to their teaching, learners, colleagues and organisation (college.jobs.ac.uk, 2016). In Wales, FE teachers must register with the EWC. EWC registration requires evidence of professional practice which complies with the EWC’s ‘Code of Professional Conduct and Practice’(EWC, 2019). The ‘Code’ directly references the need for reflective practice as part of CPD (EWC, 2019, 5). The application process for Fellowship of the HEA centres around a reflective commentary on one’s higher education roles, responsibilities and professional experience. The guidance (HEA, 2015) mandates that all five activity areas listed in the UK Professional Standards Framework (UKPSF) must be reflected upon. For example, practitioners must reflect on the designing and planning of learning activities and/or programmes of study. This demonstrates how embedded reflective practice has become in CPD and professional accreditation in the PCET sector.
 
While higher education has always been competitive, globalisation and the growing popularity of global rankings since the nineties has led to a strong focus on its excellence and quality (Hazelkorn, 2013, 1). The quality and status of a nation’s Higher Education Institutes has become an important measure of a nation’s global competitiveness. In today’s global economic crisis, especially in Europe, HEIs are expected to play a key role in economic recovery (Hazelkorn, 2013, 1). In the EU, which is struggling to compete against emerging economies such as India and China, governments have intervened more and more in HE with a focus on standards and outcomes rather than on the student experience or the diversity of HEIs (Hazelkorn, 2013, 2). Some common initiatives associated with HEI standards and outcomes are public ranking systems, quality assurance, evaluation and assessment, benchmarking, accreditation of staff and HEIs, and frameworks such as the UKPSF already mentioned (Hazelkorn, 2013, 4). 

The UK Office for Students’ (OfS) Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework (TEF) was introduced by the UK government in 2017 to assess excellence in teaching at universities and colleges. In order to be considered for a TEF rating, providers have to meet national quality requirements and the assessment itself looks at three key areas: teaching quality, learning environment and student outcomes and learning gain (OfS, 2018). Teaching quality can be linked directly to staff CPD and student outcomes and learning gain can be linked directly back to the function of the PDP as already described. Given that reflective practice forms the basis of the PDP and CPD it is now easier to understand why so much focus is placed on it. Although presented as voluntary and self-regulatory, if HEIs decide to opt out of government-driven initiatives such as TEF it is thought that they will suffer in terms of reputation, institutional legitimacy and funding (Hazelkorn, 2013, 4). However, the TEF rankings system has come under much criticism. A number of reputable universities have opted out with their student unions campaigning against it (Scalisi, 2018) and according to Shah(2018) it lacks validity and is vulnerable to being gamed by HEIs. Regardless of government pressure, commercial media organisations and open source and social networking sites have added another dimension to the pressure to demonstrate quality, excellence and graduate outcomes, providing their own rankings systems independently of the HEIs and government (Hazelkorn, 2013, 4). According to Harman (2011, 51), higher education has effectively lost its role as the primary guardian of quality. 
	
Despite a general acceptance of its value as part of the student learning experience (PDP) and the professional development (CPD) of teachers and other academic and professional staff, reflective practice has come under criticism from a number of angles. Although there are plenty of definitions telling us what reflective practice is, there are still differences in understanding amongst both staff and students (Moon, 2004, 134). The meaning of ‘reflective practice’ is often interpreted very differently in different academic disciplines (Fook et al, 2006). Cultural differences can also cause problems in understanding as there is no equivalent word in some languages for ‘reflection’. Without a word for it, learners might have considerable difficulty grasping the concept (Moon, 2004, 134). Finlay(2008, 1) concedes, however, that there is a general consensus surrounding the meaning of reflective practice in that its purpose is to ‘recapture practice experiences and mull them over critically in order to gain new understandings and so improve future practice’. There is an assumption that reflective practice takes place after the event that is being reflected on. This is how I understood reflective practice throughout my PGCE (PCET) course. However, Rolfe(2014, 1179), who  writes primarily about nursing but applies his ideas to education, makes a case for philosopher and professor Donald Schön’s (1930-1997) reflection-in-action, where a practitioner reflects not after the event but during the event. As with nursing, most problems that teachers face in the classroom are complex, with many contributory factors. Engaging in reflection after the event (reflection-on-action), although useful in analysing a particular situation, will be of little use, according to Rolfe (2014, 1180) in terms of future situations. He suggests a more collaborative approach to reflective practice which involves teachers forming educational relationships with their learners in order to work together to debate and address actual practice problems through ‘on-the-spot experimenting’ (Rolfe, 2014, 1181). 

I have shown how the current focus on reflective practice might be positively skewed by the government’s economically-motivated attempts to prove that UK HEIs are world class in terms of quality and excellence of teaching and research. However, exploring some criticisms of reflective practice has simultaneously brought to light the real, day-to-day, potential value of reflective practice to teachers and learners but only if it is properly understood and appropriately implemented. As Finlay, 2008, 10) says, ‘done well and effectively, reflective practice can be an enormously powerful tool to examine and transform practice’. To take my research further I would develop the idea of collaborative reflection, not just between teacher and learner but via, for example,  action learning groups, where action learning is defined as a ‘process of learning and reflection that happens with the support of a group or set of colleagues working on real problems with the intention of getting things done’(Campbell and Norton, 2007, 45). This would lead naturally on to a critique of the publication of research based on the reflective practice of individual practitioners and action learning groups. 
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