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Reflective Practice in Teaching 

According to Jarvis (2010), Paulo Freire argued that the difference between humans and animals are their ability to process their experiences and reflect upon them, and through this process individuals may become aware of realities other than the one into which they have been socialized. This essay will aim to examine reflection and the use of reflective practice in teaching. It will discuss why teachers use reflective practice as well as how it is used. This essay will look at the advantages and disadvantages of using reflective practice, and well as the potential for personal and professional growth teachers can gain through reflection. 

The idea of reflective thinking comes from John Dewey and traces back to his work in the 1930’s (Loughran, 1996 and Rodgers, 2002). According to Loughran (1996), Dewey immediately drew the connection between reflective thinking and teaching, and he believed that ‘it is not sufficient to simply ‘know’, there also needs to be an accompanying desire to ‘apply’.’. He saw reflective thinking as a way of supporting teachers in helping their students learn in meaningful ways, consequently leading to ‘genuine understanding’. 
 This idea of reflective thinking, though it has probably been around for centuries, has ultimately led to the idea of reflective practice and using reflection as a professional development. 
 Hargreaves and Page (2013) trace the idea of reflective practice back to Donald Schön’s influential work, published originally in 1983 and 1987, that contested the scientific method in professional education. They suggest that it was Schön who identified reflective practice as the practice in which professionals develop awareness of their knowledge base and learn from their own experience. 
The idea of reflection suggests that by looking back (reflecting) on an event or task performed, evaluating it and analyzing it, a teacher can learn more from their own actions, than by purely performing said action and moving on. Hillier (2005) says that when we reflect, not only do we challenge our assumptions about why we do what we do but reflecting critically can also be part of pinpointing where we feel we are lacking and why we may be setting ourselves needlessly unattainable targets and unreasonably high standards. 
 This can be a huge part of personal and professional development for any teacher, both fresh and inexperienced as well as established and practiced. Reflective practice not only allows teachers to look back in order to tweak the little issues throughout a lesson, but also allows for a constructive review of targets and goals. In teaching goals are constantly set and expected to be met, weather it is the institutions goals, the governments national goals or the goals of the curriculum. I addition to these, teachers will inevitably set their own goals as well, weather its personal ones of for the development of their class. Their class will be assessed to formally determine whether or not their goals are reached, through summative assessment like exams, but not the teacher.  The teacher will have to assess and evaluate their own teachings, lessons and methods, in order to determine if it is successful or not. This can, and should, be done through reflective practice. 
 
 According to Farrell (2003), teachers can impact their practice more than they are aware of, through the use of reflective practice. He states that by using reflection, teachers can become more ‘empowered decision makers’ and as such have a bigger impact on their own teaching and others in the future. The impact of realizing at an early stage what works with for instance one class but not another, can be enormous. It is therefore crucial to teachers to start reflecting as soon as possible, allowing time for potential adjustments to be made. Of course, in an ideal world, reflection might show that no adjusting is needed, but teachers seldom finds themselves in an ideal situation.  

 Schön (1983), recognizes that people think about what they are doing, an idea of ‘thinking in action’. When he speaks about not just thinking, but reflection in action, he suggests that not only do we think about what we are doing, but we think about doing something whilst we are doing it. He continues to suggest that when what we expect to happen happens during an experience, we tend not to think about it. It is however when things stop going according to our expectations, either positively or negatively, we respond by ‘reflecting-in-action’. While this is commonly referred to as ‘thinking on your feet’ and is considered fairly spontaneous, Schön suggests that people can become experts of this and indicates that this is a skill that can be trained up (Schön, 1983). 
 A skill such as this would be an immensely valuable characteristic of a teacher, as teachers are constantly being thrown in to new situations with different learners in different contexts. 

 Hillier (2005) suggests that there are two main reasons for reflecting critically on our own practice; The first is that we often have practices that are convenient in the short term but in the long term do not actually help people learn efficiently. The second and more fundamental reason she says is ‘we are products of complex social and personal circumstances that affect everything we do.’ (Hillier, 2005). 
 Hillier’s first reason indicates that through reflective practice we can learn that while some strategies may seem to function on a short-term basis, they may not necessarily have the desired long-term effect. For instance, handing out sheets of information may seem useful there and then, but if the students never bother to look at the information, they will not gain the knowledge in the long term, and the teacher ends up wasting a lot of paper and time. 
 The second reason Hillier gives for reflecting critically on own practice is that social and personal circumstances will always have an effect on performance. The more reflection is part of the routine, the more impact past experience may have on future decisions, allowing for better decisions to be made faster. 
 Teachers do not only reflect on their own practice, they may also reflect on others practice, whether its their colleagues or even their students. Race (2014), states that peer observation is becoming more and more common in what he describes as ‘our attempts to make learning happen’. He maintains that there is a lot to be learned from peer observations and consequently reflections, especially in post-compulsory education. It allows the comfort of taking the time to observe and reflect as the lesson goes on (Race, 2014). 

 There seems to be little evidence to suggest there may be disadvantages to the use of reflective practice in teaching. In fact, there seems to be little evidence that go against reflective practice at all. The only reasons not to reflect as a teacher would be that it may be too time-consuming, there can be too much focus on it, it may get boring and routine-like and may act blindingly in a situation where teachers cannot see what they are doing wrong. 
 If reflection is becoming too time consuming, it is not being done efficiently, and therefore starts defeating its purpose. Similarly, it may become too time-consuming because a teacher may become obsessed with constant reflection and focus too much on reflection, rather than the actual outcome of lessons. 
 Schön (1983) describes a scenario where, for instance, a teacher may let reflective practice become too repetitive and routine, thus getting stuck in poor patterns of habit that cannot be corrected. Schön describes this as ‘over-learning’. The teacher gets selective about what is reflected upon without realizing and thus makes huge mistakes in his teachings, not being able to see what is being done incorrectly. 

The idea of reflective thinking and practice traces back to Dewey (Loughran, 1996 and Rodgers, 2002) and Schön (Hargreaves and Page, 2013) and is widely and commonly used in teaching practice today. It is commonly agreed that reflective practice is advised and incredibly beneficial, both for new and established teachers. Reflective practice can have big impacts on a teacher and can make them ‘empowered decision makers’ (Farrell, 2003).  The ability to reflect-in-action is a valuable skill for any teacher, and there are many reasons for using reflective practice in teaching (Schön, 1983 and Hillier, 2005). Teachers may also find it beneficial to reflect on other teachers practice as well as their own (Race, 2014) and although there is little evidence there are downsides to reflective practice, it is important not to get too hung up on it. Reflective thinking and practice is hugely beneficial for all teachers, and other professionals. 
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Critical Reflective Evaluation of Professional Teaching Experience 


This reflective essay discusses a Professional Teaching Experience (PTE) undertaken during the academic year of 2017/2018. In the PTE, I taught on several modules, some course-specific, and one a cross-over module for all courses (Personal and Academic Development(PAD)). I had a mentor for the course specific modules, as well as two supervisors for the cross-over ones. This essay will aim to follow the same structure as the PTE observations. It will cover the subjects of the subject knowledge and how it improved during the experience. The essay will focus on planning and preparation, including new skills gained throughout.  The entire essay will be centred around a teaching experience, but also consider the progress of teaching. Class management and control will be discussed as well as how the students’ progress has been monitored and assessed. All attempts, both successful and not so successful, will be taking in to consideration and a reflection of the overall effectiveness of the PTE will summarise the essay. 

 Subject knowledge was the issue I was most worried about in the Professional Teaching Experience (PTE). Being as my background is in an entirely different field, I knew I had to spend much time on gaining the background knowledge I needed to teach on the Health and Social Care Modules. This put me in a peculiar position, as I had to study for the lessons I was going to teach. However, throughout the year I slowly, but surely, laid a foundation of knowledge and started being able to draw on background knowledge in my lessons. 
 In the PAD module however, I was able to draw on knowledge from my time as a student on my undergraduate course, and therefor found this subject much easier to teach from the start. 

According to an article by ‘The Secret Teacher’ published in The Guardian (2017), more and more teachers are continuously teaching subjects they know little or nothing about. This is becoming an increasing problem due to lack of funds and teachers (The Guardian, 2017). In this regard, it might be an advantage to teach an array of subjects as part of a PTE, however it is not position any teaching would ever like to find themselves in. Teaching a new subject can be quite daunting, and any teacher should therefore be a prepared as possible, in order to show their students that they are professional and knowledgeable, giving the students confidence in them to come forward with questions or enquiries. 
 There are however so many benefits to teaching a familiar subject, they heavily outweigh the flexibility a teacher might gain from teaching different subjects every day. In fact, Ball et al (2008) argue that it is in fact the teacher’s knowledge that defines the profession of teaching. They also conclude that in order to be successful, teachers have to know their subject, otherwise they have no chance to help their students understand the content. This can to an extent be achieved through proper planning and preparation, but no matter how prepared a new or unknowing teacher is, they will never be better than a teacher that knows that subject well. 

 Preparation and planning for events, tasks or anything has never been my strong suit. I have always been able to ‘wing it’ when I have needed to. This strategy however went out the window when I started working in my placement for my PTE. I realised fast that teaching was something I had to plan for and prepare for, especially in the course-specific subjects related to health and social care. I soon picked up tips from colleagues and peers, and eventually I found a system that worked for me. 
Lika (2017) states that ‘failing to plan is planning to fail’ and further emphasises the importance of planning for teachers, stating that it is a tool for the teacher to make sure the lesson meets all learning and curriculum goals, making sure the students are active participants in their learning and giving the teacher a chance to refresh their knowledge before the lesson. Perhaps just as important is it to have planned and prepared in order to ensure that there is enough content to last the entire lesson, as well as making sure the content is appropriate for the specific class. From personal experience, several teachers will re-use their lessons in different classes. Making sure that these lessons are planned properly and preparing to deliver them each time, enabling the teacher to tailor the lesson to specific classes with different learning abilities and potential difficulties individual to that class. 
As Zahorik (1970) says, ‘no planning, or general and haphazard planning, leads to a wasteful and unproductive lesson’. This shows that for nearly five decades (and probably much longer) planning has been considered a crucial part of teaching. As personal experience proved, planning became a part of everyday life very fast. Lesson plans and preparing for class seems to be the difference between a good teacher and a bad. Learners, especially adult learners, can tell when a teacher is poorly prepared. This is something that will not only put a teacher in a bad light, but also allow the students to lose confidence in and respect for their teacher, leading not only to a poor session, but also poor classroom management and lack of participation from students. 

I have never had an issue with standing in front of a room, so teaching in front of students never scared me. It was the content more than anything that worried me. In fact, I was so worried about this, that I attempted to have all the information instead of using teaching strategies to help myself out, by for instance moving some of the work over to the students. I have experimented some, and the learners seem to like me as a teacher. The feedback I have been getting from them has been very good. 

Teaching strategies are the teachers’ helping hand. Petty (2009) describes them as ‘The Teachers Toolkit’, and tools are perhaps the best term for them. He does believe that some teaching strategies are better than others, and according to Petty (2009) they all need to have three components; firstly, they need to set students challenging tasks. Then both students and teachers get informative feedback about the tasks, and lastly, the task needs to be constructivist. A constructivist task means that the student has to create and progress their personal understanding of the subject. As there are as many teaching strategies as there are teachers, a year in PTE will only scrape the surface. There are still so many out there to try out. 
 Several authors (Race 2014, Minton 2005) emphasise the importance of never making a student feel stupid or silly, for instance by asking a question. Using questions and discussions as a main teaching strategy during the PTE has given the learners an opportunity to ask many questions and they have never been anything but encouraged to do so. It is crucial that students can related to a teacher, as well as respect them and feel safe around them, both physically, but also safe to ask questions that they are worried they may be laughed at for. 
 
Most of my classes have been well behaved, so there has been little to do in the terms of managing and controlling them. When I have had to say something, I have chosen with the ‘hey, be cool, keep quiet’ approach. Attempting to some off as a cool friend, rather than a strict teacher they cannot relate to. The only issue I have had, is lack of attendance and participation in class. 

In Phil Race’s book ‘Making Learning Happen’ (2014) there is a very useful list in the last chapter titled ‘What can I do when…?’ and in this list he describes a series of problematic scenarios teachers might find themselves in, and possible solutions to them. When faced with unenthusiastic students, Race (2014) suggests giving them something to do, or perhaps even try a little light-hearted amusement. Have some jokes or funny videos weaved in to the lesson, to keep their attention going. This, of course, does demand a level of planning on the teachers’ part. However, coming up with something amusing can often be easier than coming up with more subject knowledge on the spot. 
 As mentioned earlier, a class will respond better to a well-prepared teacher. Minton (2005) confirm this and further states that if the students feel they are part of the learning objects and you allow them ‘ownership’ over some of them, they will usually cooperate with the teacher. Once the teacher and the learners are on the same page and working together towards a learning objective, classroom management becomes natural, and no additional managing is needed. 

 The majority of my formative assessment strategies have been based on questions and discussions, rather than for instance surveys like ‘Kahoot!’ or similar. I should probably have been better at using surveys and questionnaires, but ultimately, I have not been entirely sure when to use them, so I have avoided them. 
 In terms of summative assessment, I have not done much, as I have not been in charge of the modules I have been teaching, so I have not set the essays and tasks they students have completed. I have been part of marking some of the essays in PAD though, which has shown me that some students understand the subject and some really did not. 

The important of assessment is obvious, it gives both teachers and students an idea about where they are and where they are headed. Blanchard (2009) defines formative assessment as ‘assessment designed to inform and enhance pupils’ learning’, which is perhaps the most used and common assessment. Summative assessment defined as ‘literally summing it up’ by Minton (2005) and is used for exams and tests at the end of a school year. Through the PTE it was mostly formative assessment was used. 
According to Petty (2009) students’ favourite teaching strategies are group discussions, which also serves as a form of formative assessment. A teachers’ job is to guide the students through a discussion, usually done by a series of questions that will nudge the students in the right direction. Several of the students in the PTE also said they feel they learn best when they can take part in a discussion and relate the subjects to their personal experience. 
Albergaria-Almeida and Teixeria-Dias (2011) states that the traditional concept of learning takes place when a student can answer questions from the teacher. They also suggest that teachers spend half their time in the classroom asking questions, and that a vast amount of studies indicate that questions is the most common of all the teaching strategies. 

Although I was limited by my subject knowledge in parts of my PTE, I learned a lot through the year and towards the end was able to use my new background knowledge to hold successful classes. I have learned to plan and prepare better for classes than I did in the beginning of the year. My teaching skills have improved, and I feel more comfortable than ever taking control of a classroom and a group of students. Whilst I have been lucky with my student groups and not having very disruptive students, I have learned that to approach them as an equal works and makes them respect me. I realise that trying to be ‘cool’ may not work for me as I get older and the students relate less to me, but it is a successful strategy now. I have used a variety of assessment tools and feel I have successfully been able to monitor my students progress throughout the PTE. 
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