LETTER7 ON TRIGGERING REFLECTIVE PROCESSES

Dear reader,

In both formal and non-formal education reflection is often organised
as answering standardised questions after a practical course, intern-
ship or activity. Typical questions are following: ‘how have you executed
the task and what have you learned?’, ‘what went well/poorly?’, “what can
you do differently and better?’. Within this framework reflection is under-
stood in a very narrow functional way, generally speaking: you describe a
problem, think logically about it and then you’ll find a good answer to solve
the problem (or when there is no problem, how to get even better). Research
shows however that this procedure doesn’t work most of the time. Firstly,
the distance between question and answer in these standardised formats
is just too short. Reflection is narrowed down to ‘remembering’ and ‘evalu-
ating’, asking solely for linear thinking that can be too rational. The format
does not engage learners to look at what was experienced in a more detailed
way. Secondly, as a consequence, learners often experience these Q&A’s as
writing down what they already know. Thirdly, reflection assignments are
given to all learners at the same standard moments within the semester
planning or at the end of the day at a non-formal course, thereby not tak-
ing in account the concrete and individual situation of learners (do they
have enough input and personal experience to reflect properly at that time?)
(Luken 2010 and 2011).

According to REFLECT reflection is not just about ‘solving prob-
lems and becoming better’. It’s also about gaining insight in oneself
and the world, eg. concerning one’s personal assumptions and reac-
tion habits, the overall context in which one finds himself (be it at
school or in an organisation), the linking between theoretical knowl-
edge and reality etc. So in this respect reflection is essentially about raising
awareness (in the broadest possible meaning), both for personal and profes-
sional development. As such we don’t believe in standardised Q&A’s imply-
ing merely logical thinking. Rather we want to advocate a broad perspective
on reflection connecting thinking with feeling, values, intuition and expe-
rience. This is needed if reflection wants to foster deep personal learning.

In many cases the essential catalyst for deep reflective learning is
not the way of questioning nor the theoretical models the educator
is relying on. It’s something else, something that ‘triggers’ learners
personally and intrinsically, something unexpected, powerful, maybe
paradoxical and/or challenging. Donald Schon writes in his cardinal The
Reflective Practitioner (1983) how reflection usually starts when something un-
expected occurs, something that doesn’t fit into one’s way of understand-
ing himself, others and the world. In A Handbook of Reflective and Experiential
Learning (2004) Jennifer Moon reframes this idea by highlighting the impor-
tance of powerful experiences for the reflective process, experiences that are
able to bring the learner to deep emotional insight, which “would seem to be
characterised by the change of a particularly significant frame of reference
that results in a considerable reorientation of many frames of references that
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affect significant areas of life.” These quotes imply that it only makes sense
to reflect when there is something to reflect about: some kind of experience
that is challenging, confronting or puzzling learners one way or another.

On this point we would like to put forward a broad definition of the
word ‘experience’. Although this word refers of course to experiential learn-
ing, it does not solely refer to climbing mountains or exploring caves. A
strong ‘experience’ can also be understood, so we believe, as: getting a
‘challenging’ assignment to create something; as reading a book or even
hearing a presentation by a lecturer. In terms of the material of learning, we
propose that educators take care to create possibilities for this unexpected
and/or powerful educational experience to happen. Of course there will be
an important difference in this respect for formal and non-formal education
in how to organise this. Generally speaking, we think it’s useful for both
of them to organise the learning process in a non-linear way in order to
increase the possibility for these strong experiences to happen more spon-
taneously. Reflection occurs, so it seems, more easily when the content
of the learning process is not over-structured by the educator. That is
to say: the learning process is not preconceived as a linear, logically devel-
oping story, but rather as a sequence of apparently loose elements required
by educator and learners to create the so-called red line of learning them-
selves (this is also an important aspect of owning-up the learning process
by learners).

We would like to add one more remark to conclude this posting. In
his article on sense and non-sense of reflection in formal education the
educational scientist Tom Luken (2010 and 2011) concludes with a clear
statement: start reflecting less, in a better way. It only makes sense to
engage in reflective practices when you have the possibility to facilitate
the reflection process of learners, at least partly on an individual basis,
so Luken believes. In line with his opinion, we also believe that creat-
ing a reflective atmosphere does not make a lot of sense if you have to
teach big groups of learners without any possibility to engage individually
with them, e.g. by talking to them during the lecture or by giving personal
feedback. His remark also makes sense within other contexts, for exam-
ple within the context of experiential education and its background in
the thinking of Kolb. Participants sometimes complain about some kind
of ‘reflection coercion” when every ‘action’ needs to be followed by a ‘re-
flection” as Kolb’s circle or reflection suggest when understood literally.
When starting reflection in both formal and non-formal education educa-
tors need to be attentive to the willingness of learners to engage with it
and, if needed, try to trigger or motivate them to do so. But if this is not
working it makes no sense to impose the reflection as quality will be poor.
So concluding this posting, we can summarize by saying that educators
should only start reflecting when there is something to reflect upon and
the conditions allow it to be done in a good way.

Sincerely yours

Your REFLECT correspondent
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