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Critical reflective evaluation of the overall Professional Teaching Experience,
Reflective practice is a core component of the BA Social Studies and Advocacy programme, as students on the programme often intend to enter a career in social services or similar trusts and organisations upon completion of their degree. For this reason, critical reflective evaluation is essential not only for the students so as to develop a better understanding of the maximisation of professional development, but for teaching staff also as agents linking theory to policy and practice. 
The key questions that must inform any reflective evaluation must include; what was tried, what went well, what could have been better and what can be done differently in future. Honest introspection, informed by student feedback and peer review, has allowed me to plan lectures based on my current knowledge, evaluate myself and be evaluated in turn by both students and academic staff, engage in dialogue concerning my professional development and performance with my mentor, and formulate new approaches and strategies to be used in future lectures. This reflective introspection and willingness to alter future sessions in line with received feedback is what Burnett (2002, p.21) describes as leaving the ‘comfort zone’, where he suggests that:
Personal change and growth will never take place unless you occasionally step out of your comfort zone. Unless you try something different and allow your mind to grow there is a danger that you will be stuck in time and never change.
During my placement acting as a representative for the School of Social Justice and Inclusion, reflective practice has been an essential focal point for enhancing the quality of teaching and learning, evaluating the quality of delivered lecture content, and testing new methods and ideas. In particular, Zwozdiak-Myers’ dimensions of reflective practice have been invaluable as an associate lecturer. In this reflective model, Zwozdiak-Myers (2012, p.47) highlights how maximising the educational growth of students, enhancing the quality of the organisation’s practice and questioning personal theories and beliefs are essential components for continuing professional development and lifelong learning. For example, in one lecture that I had the responsibility of delivering, the subject content to be covered was a chronology of safeguarding laws and Legal Acts for a 3 hour lecture. As a potentially dry and information-heavy subject for students to be enthused or engaged with, I decided to preface the lesson with a discussion and small student task whereby students would examine a case of child abuse so as to emphasise the importance of the content of the lecture, as well as highlight how a disinterested attitude or ignorance of safeguarding laws can result in tragic consequences. While I was extremely careful and selective about the details provided in examining the case, nonetheless some students were visibly upset and distressed during the discussion. This culminated in one student requiring a short break outside of the lecture room to regain composure.  
In this example, learner welfare was a primary concern as due to the nature of the content delivered on the programme, some topics and issues could be distressing to students. Reflecting upon this experience, and using the Zwozdiak-Myers’ (2012, p.47) model of reflective practice, I am able to consider how this section of the lecture could have been altered, not only so as to improve personally as an educator of a specific field, but so as to ensure that students are able maximise their growth and understanding of the issue. In the case provided, it is clear here that a more positive outcome could have been achieved for learners. For example, the activity need not have been implemented at all, or perhaps a greater forewarning that the lecture would introduce some uncomfortable material to some students, or a greater level of omission of details of the case could have provided a more desirable outcome. 
A further example of reflective practice in action was my use of the “truth tub”. Simply put, this was a plastic box with blank paper slips that was handed out to students during random lectures. These blank slips of paper allowed students to write feedback anonymously, so as to ensure learner welfare and privacy. These comments would then be available for me to read at the end of the lecture so as to better inform me of student preferences and opinions on my overall teaching performance without the pressure of face-to-face interaction for students, who may have been too polite or nervous to make their thoughts known. This was incredibly useful, as the “truth tub” allowed me to identify and address a number of issues that students were facing during lecture hours, including distractions from other students, the pace and tone of the lecture content itself, my own personal effectiveness of communication and clarity of voice, and general praise and constructive criticism. These feedback slips were essential in shaping how I chose to structure lecture content in future so as to more comfortably meet the needs and desires of student’s educational experiences without sacrificing the information or content of the subjects taught. These slips also played a pivotal role in providing students with more accurate formative feedback, and allowed me to identify problem areas with specific sections of certain modules. Minton (2004, p. 96) suggests that educators should seek to provide feedback at any opportunity, and this is a core focus when teaching and delivering content upon specific modules where students had raised concerns. 
The use of the “truth tub” also played a double role with regards to reflective practice. As a method of anonymous feedback, it was evidently a great source of invaluable insight into the perspectives of the students I was teaching. However, it also provided the students with an opportunity to engage with reflective practice too. In particular, Pitrik & Santos’ (2006, p.6) assert that:
In education, key issues have always been that of deep and persistent learning that allows all participants to develop or grow as whole persons rather than just extend their knowledge on some subject matter or practice.
Using the Gibbs model of reflection encourages practitioners to understand personal thoughts and feelings, evaluate what was good or bad about a learning experience, analyse its effectiveness and make conclusions about how the experience could have been different. For this reason, the “truth tub” encouraged students to engage and participate in an instantaneous, informal and low-pressure manner, giving them the opportunity to think reflectively in their own right about the lecture content and its delivery. Via the medium of the “truth tub” and critical appraisal by my peers, I was able to implement new ideas and strategies for teaching. This included the use of a greater level of student activities which helped promote student engagement and enthusiasm, as well as giving potentially more distracting students an opportunity to focus their attention on constructive tasks and provide meaningful input for the module group as a whole. 
One of the key areas that indicates the effectiveness and intellectual honesty of one’s own reflective practice is the use of assessment. It could be argued for example that if one really does reflect upon the teaching experience and utilise constructive feedback to form new strategies and methods, then this should result positively not only in the morale of students, but also in their submitted work. During my professional teaching experience, I was involved in the marking of student assignments. While I did not participate in the formulation of the assessment criteria for the modules that I co-taught upon, I was made aware by teaching staff from the beginning of the placement that each of the assignments for the modules had been designed with the maximisation of student growth in mind. For example, assignments often included the creation of leaflets or pamphlets, informational posters, seminar presentations and video submissions in addition to written papers. This was due to the desire to link theory with policy and practice; as students were likely to enter public service fields upon completion of the degree, the assessments had been designed to give students the opportunity to hone and develop practical skills which would be useful for employability concerns. For example, students who go on to work for a charity or trust may well be asked to assist with the creation of promotional material, and thus the experience of creating leaflets and pamphlets would be useful and desirable for potential employers. This is a further example of how reflective practice led to changes in the construction of assessments for specific modules so as to provide students with the necessary skills to allow them to develop beyond academia in their professional careers. 
Furthermore, via the “truth tub” I had been made aware of student concerns regarding the perceived vagueness of an assessment for one specific module. These issues stemmed from a lack of understanding of what was required for the assignment, due to the flipped-learning nature of the teaching that had been provided. This issue is discussed in some detail by Bhagat & O’Neill (2011, p. 126), who suggest that:
This cultural shift in emphasis from tutor-led to student-led study and the responsibility of managing one’s own learning, often within a more complex and diverse learning environment, is particularly challenging for non-traditional students.
As this module required a video submission from students, it became apparent that student groups struggled with the ICT skills necessary to put together a cohesive unit of work, and the variation between file formats of the submissions meant that there were a confusing number of links that students had to submit to via Moodle. This is a clear opportunity for reflective practice regarding the assessment of students, and as such this particular component of the module will be reformatted for the following academic year. As much of the feedback students received was formative, classroom activities and tasks were designed so as to give clear indications as to the level of student engagement with the topic content. Moll (1993, p. 181-182) states that:
Questioning, in contrast to instructing, provides a distinct and valuable means of assisting performance. Questioning explicitly calls for an active linguistic and cognitive response. It provokes creations by the pupil (…) During this exercise of the pupils’ speech and thought, the teacher will be able to assist and regulate the students’ assembling of evidence and their use of logic.
For this reason, questioning during lectures (in particular, Socratic questioning and student discussion of social issues) was an indispensable tool, and allowed me to not only to direct questions at less engaged students so as to promote participation, but also allowed students the opportunity to reflect critically upon their own beliefs and values, and develop the confidence to be able to assert these observations backed up with relevant theory and policy. However, However, Wallace (2004, p.69) also acknowledges that:
In some subjects, such as English literature or the fine arts, criteria for assessment are far harder to formulate without losing in the process some essential component, such as critical sensibility, which is difficult to articulate accurately in terms of observable outcomes.
This is a particular concern when assessing student submissions for assignments that are not essays, such as leaflets or pamphlets. However, in line with the Schools wider policy of continuing professional development and improvement of module structure, these assessments have seen noticeable change over the past academic year. For example, marking for seminar presentations was implemented online directly onto Moodle for the first time this year, as opposed to paper marking in previous years. 
	Overall, the professional teaching experience has provided me with high degree opportunities to improve my subject knowledge, critically reflect upon my own abilities as an educator and engage in dialogue with my peers to review teaching strategies and methods. 
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An academic critique of current thinking in relation to the use of reflective practice in teaching and learning. 
Reflective practice in teaching and learning has several different definitions according to various traditions and disciplines (Fook 2006). In general, however, reflective practice is the process by which practitioners increase their levels of self-awareness via introspection, examining assumptions and critically evaluating their performance and progress professionally. Reflective practice has in some ways become one of the primary indicators for professional competency. However, the extent to which practitioners should focus on individualistic experiences of teaching and learning as opposed to the wider context of education and the organisational structure is contentious. What is generally agreed, however, is that the central aim of reflective practice is to consider experience and critically evaluate its implications, strengths and weaknesses so as to formulate a better understanding and improve future practice. For this reason, reflective practice is an ongoing process throughout professional development, and synonymous with what is sometimes called life-long learning. 
There are several models of reflective practice; namely Kolb’s learning cycle, Gibb’s reflective model and Schon’s reflective model, with perhaps Gibbs’ model being the most widely acknowledged in the education sector. Kolb’s learning cycle subdivides reflective practice into 4 key segments; the experience itself, reflecting or observing upon the experience, concluding and abstractly learning from the experience, and active experimentation in testing and trying new ideas. Intrinsically linked to Kolb’s learning cycle of experience, Gibbs’ model has been adopted by many academic institutions as a way of facilitating critical evaluation of professional performance. Gibb’s model allows practitioners to reflect upon experience, evaluate its positive and negative aspects, make critical conclusions, and creatively construct new strategies for if similar situations arise in future. Gibbs’ model expands upon Kolb’s by highlighting the opportunity for practitioners to examine their fundamental assumptions and feelings of the experience, and the use of an action plan in how to improve future experiences. However, Zeichner & Liston (1996) criticise Gibbs’ model of reflective practice by suggesting that educators should adopt a broader and critical approach of intrinsically held values, and how to best encourage positive change in the quality of teaching. This includes challenging the assumptions behind what is being taught, and the wider context within which learning is taking place.


With regards to teaching and learning, reflective practice is an essential component of academia. In Schon’s (1983, p.68) Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action, Schon identifies two distinct areas of reflection: reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action. Schon suggests that reflection-on-action allows a practitioner to review and critically evaluate an experience after the event has happened. This is particularly relevant with regards to teaching; as professionals, evaluation of the successes of a lecture, of a module, and of an academic year as a whole are focal to continuing development and maximising the potential of a delivered programme. The potential of reflection-on-action is that it allows an educator to analyse the performance of an experience, whether on the micro level (an individual lecture or component of such) or on the macro (a whole module), and formulate strategies for self-improvement and improvement of the student experience as a whole.  However, reflection-in-action cannot be neglected, and is defined by Schon as “thinking while doing”. This kind of instantaneous assessment is useful for the educator as, if done correctly, will allow for a degree of flexibility and adaptability during lecturing hours. For example, if one is teaching and is able to see that an activity is not working for a group of students, Schon’s reflection-in-action would allow the professional to acknowledge and address the issue in an objective way.
Pertaining to teaching, Grushka et al (2005) amended Schon’s dichotomy to include a third category: reflection-for-action. This reflection-for-action prompts educators to consider additional issues with regards to teaching, such as resources available, the lecture content and its delivery, how long the lecture will continue for, how best to utilise the lecture room space, why this particular content is being taught, and so on. As this is a pre-emptive consideration, in some ways it contradicts the principle of reflection in the first place, which by definition must happen after an event. However, reflection-for-action utilises the introspection and feedback from students and peers in previous teaching experiences and allows the educator to consider new strategies and ways of implementing innovative new methods for the benefit of students. The most significant part of reflection-for-action is that it cements the idea of change taking place, rather than just passively observing what was positive or negative about a teaching experience. 
A significant area of concern for educators using reflective models must be the topic of introspection. Reynolds & Vince (2004) suggest that introspection allows practitioners to focus on their own thoughts and feelings, and evaluate their professional performance. While the onus is on practitioners to reflect upon and evaluate their own performance, what is neglected is reciprocity of review, or any kind of shared processes. Educational institutions often encourage quality assurance through supervisory sessions, moderation events, and peer review. Therefore, for reflective practice to be at its most effective, it must be a core professional value of not only the individual educator, but also culturally within the academic institution and embedded in the nature of the organisation itself through quality assurance procedures.
Perhaps one of the neglected aspects of reflective practice is acknowledging barriers that hinder the process from taking place. These can include time restraints (either individually or on a team level), the structure of organisation (i.e unchangeable procedures, and cultural or individual attitudes. The spirit of academia at its core is questioning; the educators and the institution as a whole must resist the temptation towards complacency. For reflective practice to be at its most effective, it must be adopted as a value from the micro to the macro; from personal, to cultural, to organisational. The reflective practitioner must also consider that their ability to personally reflect upon a teaching experience may be compromised or not reach its full potential, such as due to time constraints. Therefore, reflective practice cannot merely happen in isolation within an academic institution. Moderation events, team meetings and peer review are vital to ensuring a unity of message and cohesion between teaching departments with regards to not only how lecture content is to be taught, but how resources are structured, how student experience of the modules is to be managed, how assignments are created and implemented, and to what criteria these assignments are marked. 
A vital feature of reflective practice that is emphasised in Kolb’s, Gibbs’ and Schon’s models of reflective practice is that reflective cycles must be repeated often enough to become a force of habit and so as to ensure real change is made to avoid stagnation and lack of development. Reflective practice is an ongoing process and therefore a key area for continuing professional development. However, reflective practice is not only limited to utility for the educator or the organisation. Encouraging students to become reflective practitioners in their own right is paramount to progression, growth and professional development. Students will encounter many opportunities throughout their studies for introspection, whether via assessment feedback, tutorials with teaching staff, or from their peers. The continuing challenge for reflective practice is to become more widely adopted by students as well as those teaching in the education sector. 
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