WHAT IS LEARNING AND REFLECTION?  
A common definition of learning is a ‘process that brings together cognitive, emotional, and environmental influences and experiences for acquiring, enhancing, or making changes in one’s knowledge, skills, values and world views’ (Illeris, 2000). This definition makes it plain that learning is not only a change in knowledge and skills but can, and probably will, also impact on your values and worldview. This worldview is essentially your ontology. How you see the world and what you consider to be reality.  
 
There is little agreement about what constitutes learning as different disciplines approach it from various perspectives. Most sources are in agreement that the evidence of learning is change. Change can be in reference to behaviours but can also include the way one thinks about a situation or person. Historically, learning was identified mainly as a cognitive process – the acquiring of new facts and understanding but this thinking has moved on to a more holistic view of the individual’s learning in which there is a recognition that people learn by action and experimentation with new concepts. Scholars are now taking into account the emotional aspects of learning (Brockbank and McGill, 2006). Therefore, when considering what learning is, it is important that you consider the doing, thinking and feeling aspects.  
 
Learning theories  
The study of what happens when we learn has been the domain of learning theories. There are three main philosophical schools; they differ, for example, in whether they focus on the individual learner or on the social context in which learning occurs and in whether they treat learners as passive or active.  
Behaviourism Research on adult learning first developed in behaviourist psychology. Within the behaviourist tradition, learning is understood as a change in behaviour, as the outcome of learners’ responses to stimuli in the environment.  
Cognitivism In cognitive learning theories, the focus is on the mental processes by which learning occurs.  
Constructivism The passivity of the learner inherent in these two views is challenged by those who believe that learning is about individual growth and change as adults seek to construct meaning from their experience of the social environment. This is a constructivist view of learning. Humanist views assert that learning is guided by individuals’ self-identified needs. Social constructivism draws attention to the constructed nature of what we accept as reality, which includes the social settings in which learning occurs, and the effects on learning of these social constructs.  
The central notion of learning, adopted for work based learning, is one based on experiential learning, that is, learning where reflection on and in action is critical for change – personal, organisational and societal. 
 	 
Further reading  
Brockbank, A. and McGill, I. (2006) Facilitating reflective learning through mentoring and coaching, Philadelphia: Kogan Page US.  
 
Ways of learning  
Deep learning and reflection  
Deep learning has been identified as occurring when individuals take responsibility for their own learning to create their own constructs and meaning. They are able to describe the meaning they have achieved and justify how they have come to these understandings. Learning theories have identified that it is through reflection that this deep and significant learning occurs. You will find a comprehensive account of reflection in Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) and you may find the definition below very helpful when considering reflection in the context of work based learning:  
 
Reflective learning is “an intentional process, where social context and experience are acknowledged, in which learners are active individuals, wholly present, engaging with others and open to challenge and the outcome involves transformation as well as improvement of both the individual and their organisation” Brockbank, McGill and Beech, 2002, p.6  
The word reflection in this handbook is not simply being used as a synonym for ‘thinking’. Reflection is a thoughtful (in the sense of deliberative), consideration of your experience, which leads you to decide:  
• what that experience means to you  
• how it challenges and changes you  • 	what it means for your future practice.  

 

The construction and assignation of meaning to experience then gives you the possibility of looking at your experience from other points of view. This embodies the idea that reflection can be critical, evaluative. It is critical reflection that you need to engage in on your Professional Studies programme.  

Reflection enables you to learn more effectively because it develops your ability to evaluate your own experience – whether it is the experience of learning or doing your daily work. Reflection helps you to:  
• look at an experience  
• understand it better  
• learn from it 

 	 

 

Not everyone sees themselves as a reflective person. Nevertheless, reflection (even if we don’t call it that) is a part of daily life because everyone needs to make sense of their experiences. You may find yourself reflecting in some of these types of circumstances:  

 

When you have a new experience you often think more deeply about it, rather than take it for granted. When something is complex, or puzzles or surprises you, or does not go according to plan, you are likely to reflect in order to reorganise your thinking or feelings and so come to new insights about the issue.  

 
The requirement to reflect critically on your learning is a way to evaluate the learning experiences you have during your programme. In addition to engaging in the activities required by each module on this programme, it is important for you to stand back and reflect on the learning that these activities result in. This is a valuable skill that you can then use to guide your engagement with all your future learning experiences.  
 
The development of reflection skills is now an aim of higher education in many fields. It is particularly valued in fields where practical experience and academic study need to be closely integrated, but it is increasingly used in subjects right across the HE curriculum. One of the rationales is that reflecting on experience encourages ‘deep’ rather than ‘surface’ learning. This is an important skill that helps individuals to engage in the lifelong learning that rapid changes in work roles now increasingly necessitate. 
 	 
Practical application  
What are you being invited to evaluate, consider or reflect upon? The answer is – your own experience of work, your learning from it and how this learning has shaped how you see the world, approach work issues and achieve within your work setting. Reflection has some key characteristics. These will help you to recognise when you are being reflective.  
 
First, to reflect involves practical and active engagement on your part. In the bullet list below the verbs (or 'action' words) that describe what reflection means, are highlighted. You reflect when you actively:  
• examine and investigate your learning and working practices 
• ask questions about your experience with a view to trying to understand it  • 	probe your assumptions and the values that underlie your behaviour  
• formulate judgements and develop conclusions about your actions.  

 

Clearly reflection does not just happen on its own!  

Second, the purpose of engaging in these reflective activities makes you more aware of your experience and behaviour. They help you to interrogate it (for example, ‘Why did I do that?’), evaluate it, make sense of it and give it meaning. As you become more aware of why you act as you do and the assumptions that underpin your actions, you are in a strong position to change them if you want to. The ability to change helps you to grow and develop – in short, to learn from your experience.  

Several models describe how people reflect on their experience. Here are three well-known ones which approach reflection in different ways.  
Reflective practitioner model (Donald Schon)  
There are two types of reflection in this model:  
• Reflection-in-action This is where you reflect on your actions while you are doing them and make immediate changes to your behaviour; for example, ‘Something isn’t working here – how can I improve things right now?’  
• Reflection-on-action This is where you look back over what you have done, mull it over and review it; for example ‘Why did that go so well?’ ‘What can I learn for next time?’  

 
Reflective cycle (Graham Gibbs)  
There are six steps to aid reflective practice in this model:  
• Description First you describe what happened in an event or situation 
• Feelings Then you identify your responses to the experience, for example ‘What did I think and feel?’  

 

 

 
• Evaluation You can also identify what was good and bad about the event or situation 
• Analysis The ‘feelings’ and ‘evaluation’ steps help you to make sense of the experience 
• Conclusions With all this information you are now in a position to ask ‘What have I learned from the experience?’  
• Action plan Finally, you can plan for the future, modifying your actions, on the basis of your reflections.  

 
Experiential learning cycle (David Kolb)  
Reflection is a key element in successfully learning from experience in this model:  
• Experience First you involve yourself in a task in an open-minded way  
• Reflection Then you consider, that is reflect on, the experience; for example, by asking ‘What did I notice about my experience?’  
• Conceptualisation This reflection helps you to make sense of your experience and to answer the question ‘What does my experience mean?’ 
• Experimentation Finally, you can check out the adequacy of the meanings you have arrived at by putting them into practice in the real world. You might start this process by asking ‘What do I want to do differently next time?’ This takes you on to a new cycle of learning as you immerse yourself in new experience again.  

 

Kolb’s learning cycle (see Figure 4.1) is a model of the structural relations between these four modes of relating to the world, showing structural dimensions of ‘grasping’ and ‘transformation’ and resulting knowledge forms (after Kolb, 1984, p. 42). Kolb’s definition of learning is:  

“the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” Kolb, 1984, p.41  

 

There are several critiques of Kolb’s cycle (see Kayes, 2002):  
• It takes very little account of different cultural experiences/conditions.  
• The idea of stages or steps does not sit well with the reality of thinking,  
• There is scant regard for individual learning preferences.  

 

However, it has been influential in moving the focus of learning away from the ‘instructor’ to the learner and forms a useful way of understanding why you are asked to reflect on your learning throughout your Professional Studies programme. 

 	 

Kolb’s learning theory argues that learning is indeed a lifelong process in which personal development and work play as much a part as formal education. Ideally, experiential learning occurs when individuals involve themselves in new experiences in an open-minded way (have “concrete experiences”); then reflect on their experiences from a range of perspectives (by “reflective observation”). By integrating their observations into theories (into “abstract conceptualisations”) they give it meanings, which are then tested out in real world problemsolving situations (by “active experimentation”). This provides the concrete experience for the next cycle of learning.  Figure 4.1 Kolb’s learning cycle  

 

 

He argues that effective learning requires contrasting abilities which he models as polar opposites on two dimensions of learning. Abstract conceptualisation and concrete experience are contrasting ways of what he describes as “grasping” experience. For example, as you progress through your professional programme you are likely to build up a mental picture of what being a professional studies learner means to you. You will develop a concept of ‘workbased learnedness’. However, such a picture will be enhanced as you have individual concrete experiences of actually being a professional studies learner. So, in order to fully grasp your experience, you will probably need to utilise both abilities on this dimension.  

 

Reflective observation and active experimentation are contrasting ways of what he describes as “transforming” experiences that you have grasped in either or both of the ways described above. For example, the internal process of reflecting on your thoughts and feelings about a 

 	 

particular concrete work experience (say, a new administrative procedure you implemented two weeks ago), operates on that experience to transform it through the attribution of particular meanings to it (for example, “it doesn’t seem to be working as well as it should”). The external process of acting on the concrete experience is also a way of transforming it, by extending the existing experience in some way (for example, “seeing if it works better another way instead”). As this example shows, it is often necessary to utilise both reflective and active abilities in order to transform or elaborate or develop existing experience.  

 

In other words, for learning to occur, experience must be grasped and then transformed, as described above. This involves interaction between the four learning modes of:  
• concrete experience  
• reflective observation • 	abstract conceptualisation  
• active experimentation.  

In other words, for learning to occur, experience must be grasped and then transformed, as described above. This involves interaction between the four learning modes of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation.  

 
Further categorisation: Single- and double-loop learning and transformational learning  
 
When people learn, they do so at several levels. It may be learning to deliver improvement of work – ‘doing things right’ – or they may go further and consider their work in more strategic terms and find themselves questioning established norms and assumptions – ‘doing the right things’. This is identified as transformational learning (Flood and Romm, 1996:10).  
 
A good example of single-loop learning is identified in the Kolb cycle (1984) considered before. For maintenance learning, this represents an effective cycle of improvement. His work on the processes by which experiential learning occurs and on individual differences in styles of learning has been much used, particularly in management education, often through popularisations of it such as the learning styles questionnaire of Honey and Mumford (1992).  
 
But what about transformational learning? Here new knowledge is created by reconsidering the assumptions or ‘norms’ inherent in single-loop learning. Characteristically old paradigms or ways of thinking are changed and redesigned. This is double-loop learning.  
	“Double-loop learning occurs when error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the
	 

	modification of an organisation’s underlying norms, policies and objectives”. Argyris and Schön,


1978, pp. 2–3 
 	 

 


 

 

 	 



