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Reflection in learning design: Part of the process and potentially an outcome
In this post, Tobias Thejll-Madsen, from the University’s Employability Consultancy and co-author of the Reflection Toolkit, proposes a place for reflection within effective course and programme design – both in the design phase and in courses themselves…
What is the best course you were ever a part of? Why was that? What was it about the teaching activities or the way the content was presented that engaged the learners? Why did this work better than alternatives?
I think most people, perhaps yourself included, have experienced a potentially exciting topic presented in a way that it almost lulled you to sleep, yet have also had a topic that you expected to find dull brought to life in a new and interesting way. The learner’s experience is influenced (not exclusively) by the teacher and the course design. This design can be informed by a range of theories, colleagues, and even past experiences.
The opening questions in this post ask you to examine your own experiences of being a learner on a course, and to consider the reasons behind your answers. This critical examination of past experiences with the intent of learning from them is a part of what is meant by reflection. Maybe, in response to these questions, you thought back to a course that asked challenging questions and encouraged learners to research and find the answers independently. Maybe there were group discussions with a chance to refine ideas with peers. Or maybe the course included reflection; critically examining the content, the learning, and how it could be applied and contextualised in real life or alternative scenarios. Your own answers might serve as inspiration for future course or programme design. In this way, reflection can give you specific and valuable takeaways.
Reflection can therefore have an important role in the process of building successful courses and programmes, and moreover, it can be a useful explicit element within the curriculum.
REFLECTION WITHIN THE CURRICULUM
Reflection can be effectively facilitated in most contexts and is an important skill. For example, employers want graduates who examine their practice, find strengths and weaknesses, and improve accordingly. Incorporating reflection in our curriculum can also help build students’ reflective ability; a skill they can apply to their curricular learning just now.
Reflection fits into a diverse curriculum in many ways. For instance, reflection is inherently tied to experiential learning (see Simon Beames’ excellent post on defining features of experiential education), and therefore supports making the most of placements, work experiences, outreach activity, and years abroad.
Reflection can also be adapted into other types of courses in the shape of teaching strategies or assessments, and improving as a reflector can even be a learning outcome. While there is the classic example of a reflective blog or reflective essay as an assessment, many other approaches exist.
Small, simple exercises can be introduced as teaching strategies. For instance, one might spend the last five minutes of a lecture having students identify three things from that lecture to reflect on: the idea/concept that excited them most; the most challenging concept to understand; and one question about the material or subject that they didn’t have before. The lecturer can then encourage students to use these reflections to guide their actions, e.g., study the challenging topic in depth, explore materials around the exciting idea, or find a way to answer their question.
Another easy approach is simply asking students to think about one thing they have learned and how they can use it in their lives. This forces students to contextualise their learning more broadly.
Of course, there are disciplinary differences regarding reflection, and there is no one-size-fits-all solution. I therefore encourage you to explore your own programmes and courses and see if reflection can be a helpful element.
SUPPORT AVAILABLE
To support reflection in the curriculum, we have created the Reflection Toolkit. It has practical advice and frameworks of reflection for reflectors, and guidance for individuals who are interested in facilitating effective reflection in others. There is support on what reflection can look like in courses, how to introduce it to students, and how and whether to assess it. Moreover, there are examples of practice from around the institution that can serve as inspiration.
REFLECTING ON ONE’S OWN PRACTICE
Lastly, as suggested earlier, teachers have a fundamental influence on students’ experience of a course or programme. To further expand and deepen expertise as a teacher and learning designer, one might engage with the Edinburgh Teaching Award, which relies heavily on reflection as a tool for improvement – reflection can be found many places!
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Experiential education: Defining features for curriculum and pedagogy
By Dr Simon Beames, senior lecturer in Outdoor Learning at Moray House School of Education, provides a research-based overview of what comprises ‘experiential learning’…
In the field of outdoor learning it is not uncommon to hear people wax lyrical about how ‘experiential’ the content of a given course is or was.  The trouble is that most folk have their own ideas of what a course that has experiential elements comprises.  If we strive to make our programmes more experiential, we need to have a precise and shared definition of what experiential education is.  Here are three popular definitions, in varied lengths!
· Short: Learning by doing combined with reflection (Priest & Gass, 2017, p. 45).
· Medium: Challenge and experience followed by reflection leading to learning and growth (Association for Experiential Education, n.d.).
· Long: …a philosophy that informs many methodologies in which educators purposefully engage with learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop skills, clarify values, and develop people’s capacity to contribute to their communities (Association for Experiential Education, n.d.).
[bookmark: _ednref1]Even armed with these definitions, it still difficult to know if our current teaching approaches are experiential or how we might make them more experiential.  To that end, four colleagues and myself[i]constructed a theoretical framework of experiential education that is centred around six defining features.
1. Continuity: The context needs to be connected to previous experiences, knowledge and skills and lead to further growth and learning (Dewey, 1938). How does the content in the last session relate to today’s (and next week’s?)
2. Authenticity: The tasks need to serve a real-world need and be a ‘process of living’ rather than a ‘preparation for future living’ (Beames & Brown, 2016; Dewey, 1938). Students should consider the ethical implications of their practice for the people with whom they are engaged. To what degree are the course activities focused on concrete, local phenomena or tackling pressing community issues?
3. Agency: Participants need to have the power to follow their curiosity and drive, and negotiate what is being learned and how it is being learned (Beames & Brown, 2016; Deci & Ryan, 1987; Mercer, 2011).  How much choice do students have to shape their own learning and assessment?
4. Emotional engagement: Students are emotionally invested in the project and will experience the joys and frustrations associated with developing higher levels of knowledge and skills (Moon, 2004; Boud & Miller, 1996).  What activities have you incorporated into your teaching that will elicit rich emotional engagement with the learning material?
5. Support: The learning environment needs to be a safe one, in which participants can experiment and fail without excessive social and/or physical consequences (Chapman, McPhee & Proudman, 1995). ‘Autonomy support’ will also come from educators who are able to give just enough guidance for students to experience success as they work relatively independently (Stefanou et al., 2004).  How does your teaching space lend itself to students working creatively and collaboratively, but as autonomously as possible from you (the educator)?
6. Reflection: Participants need to critically reflect on what is going/went well and what is / did not (and their role in this), and deeply consider how this will inform what they do next (Boud et al., 1993; Schon, 1983).  Crucially, reflection is not something that happens at the end of a course, but should be sprinkled-in throughout.  What activities have you put in place for students to reflect on what they have learned and how this can be applied after your course finishes?
As you’ll have noticed, each of the defining features has a question that educators can ask of themselves.  Of course, one doesn’t have to ‘score’ highly in each of these areas to be an effective teacher, but I would challenge teaching staff to think about how they might try to tweak their course delivery in one or two of the above domains, thus making their teaching more experiential!
[i]Dr. Andy Cross is leading a PTAS project assessing the nature of experiential education in the internships and placements on four different degree programmes.  A report on the project is forthcoming!
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