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Posting 4

On the steering paradox of intrinsic learning processes and the importance of ‘owning up’ 

Dear reader,

Since the beginning of the century reflection became a real hype, especially in formal education. It became integrated in curricula and applied in courses by teachers just too enthusiastically. As a consequence, so the research of Dutch educational scientist Kinkhorst demonstrates,  “students have to fulfill too many reflection assignments where appropriate or not, whereby they start to dislike reflection, making it to a mandatory routine with few result.” Also in non-formal education participants complain of too many reflection activities during debriefs, possibly also at a moment experienced as being inappropriate to them. When reflection is ‘imposed’ by the educator, learners soon start to experience this as a kind of reflection coercion and will most of times withdraw themselves: they don’t engage in the genuine reflection process anymore, give it too few effort. It becomes just one more ‘assignment to fulfill’. 

Genuine reflection requires the development of a personal point of view on the topic, a deep insight or felt sense in which learners connect thoughts, feelings, intuition and experience to make some sense. This can only be done appropriately when learners ‘plug into’  their intrinsic motivation for learning. In this respect, so we believe, the principle of ‘owning up’ is crucial to foster reflection: learners should really make the assignment, debriefs and questions  their own (or at least as much as possible). They fulfill the assignment and pose the question not because of the educator told them so, but because it’s appealing for their personal and/or professional development: ‘it just makes sense to me to pose these questions here and now’.  

So at this point any educator faces the steering paradox of intrinsic learning processes: he needs to steer the learner to the point where the learner steers himself. He cannot take over the steering control, nor can he let go of it completely as he is (co-)responsible for the learning process of his learners within the educational context. This balancing between steering and not-steering implies a fundamental reciprocity that adds something to the already discussed co-creating relationship between educator and learner: if you want them to learn intrinsically, you cannot impose your learning agenda concerning what, how and when to reflect.  You can only ‘invite’ them in all possible ways to be personally and intrinsically involved in their learning process. Afterwards it’s up to the student to acknowledge the invitation (or not). So it’s again ‘don’t direct content, direct process’. 

This underlines, according to  REFLECT, the importance of a reflective atmosphere as an indirect device (not a method!) to stimulate intrinsic learning. In themselves reflection assignments or debriefs are (most of the time) not the problem as such. More likely the often too linear, functional organized and compulsory educational context in which they are presented, makes them intrinsically not appealing to learners.  For example, asking for a compulsory reflection report at the end of the course or internship without previous engagement with reflection transforms the assignment into some kind of evaluation which blocks the reflection process. Although some learners may connect to it in personal meaningful way in spite of the educational context, most of them will engage from extrinsic motivation in order to get a grade. That’s why it’s essential to integrate the reflection assignments within the ‘larger’ reflective atmosphere of the learning group. Reflection will not be experienced as a compulsory task different from the rest of the course, but rather as something which is happening by itself. Asking for a reflection report at the end of the course, will be perceived as being in line with the whole course and will connect more easily with their intrinsic learning (as they were already used to be present in the course in this way). 

This leads to the following guidelines to deal with the steering paradox of intrinsic learning and fostering ‘owning up’: 
1. Don’t mention ‘reflection’, as the word ‚reflection‘ becomes sometimes already  a barrier or raising resistance. 

2. Being attentive and responsive to learner’s reactions. 

E.g. You notice how learners react, both individually and collectively, on what’s happening in your course. It reveals their (lack of) interest into certain topics within your course.  Follow these cues as all of this links with idea of ‘owning up’. 
3. Developing assignments in an open way in which students can ‘co-create’ the reflection.  One enable learners to connect the reflection with their personal frame-of-reference and inner readiness. In this sense facilitating reflection is not just about giving an assignment or method, it’s at is most essential about ‘tuning into’ the full learning process of each individual learner. Don’t direct content, direct process (as it evolves during the course or workshop).
4. Co-creating is about finding a common ground between lecturer/trainer and learners about the reason and goal to meet in a classroom or workshop.  

5. Co-creating is about ‘personalizing’ the questioning. E.g. ‘what have I learned?’ can be perceived as too generic, needs to be personalized toward ‘why do I feel attracted to this particular project of visual artist Renzo Martens?’ or ‘why don’t I take the lead in this group, why actually is no one taking the lead in our group, although it’s clear for everyone that we need a leader?’

6. Co-creating is also about ‘personalizing’ the output of the reflection task  (talking, writing, reacting in a visual or other way…)

7. Don’t reflect when the learning context is not appropriate (e.g. bad timing, not enough input for students to reflect upon, too much (reflection) assignments, goals of the course don’t match to reflection, students are not ‘present’ enough …)

8. ‘Start reflecting less, but in a better way’, so the literature review on efficiency of reflection in formal education by the Dutch educational scientist Tom Luken concludes! 

Sincerely yours

This posting was informed by the following writings: 
G. Kinkhorst, “Routineus reflecteren leidt tot weinig leerresultaat”, 2002. 

Tom Luken, “Problemen met reflecteren. De risico’s van reflectie nader bezien”, 2010.
Reflection as core transferable competence in higher education and adult education 
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