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LETTER 8 ON ASSESSING REFLECTION

Dear reader,

We have come to a complicated issue which we have been discussing 
throughout the project. ‘Complicated’ because on the one hand assess-
ments are a valid tool for tracking the learning process of learners, especially 
in formal education. But at the same time we think assessments can have a 
negative impact on the quality of reflection, something which is sometimes 
underestimated. Even just the bare fact that learners know that they are 
going to be assessed can have a profound impact on the way they explore 
(or not) that-which-is-at-stake. Therefore, we want to advocate that the ed-
ucator is at least aware about the possible impact of the classic assessment 
(including grading) and/or to consider a careful alternative to it.

Reflection assignments are often developed within the existing frame-
work of assessing competences. Therefore, it is usually based on a quan-
titative, result-oriented logic: assessment is verifying in which way and 
to which degree the learner meets the pre-existing standards concerning 
knowledge, skills and attitude. What’s good already? What needs to be bet-
ter? And what isn’t good enough? In some cases, this is of course a very 
valid way of assessing. However, when reflection comes down to learners 
exploring their deeper thoughts, feelings, values and assumptions, this way 
of assessing doesn’t always do justice to the complex and holistic process 
of reflection. Firstly, learners are starting to align their answers to what they 
think is expected because they want a good grade at the end. Secondly, too 
much emphasis is put on the actual content as the objective, measurable 
result of reflection. But what about learners who have engaged in an au-
thentic enquiry and are confronted with a moment of sincere not-knowing 
(and to be clear: this ‘I don’t know’ is in sharp contrast to the all-too-easy 
‘I don’t know and I don’t care’)? To put the question sharply: should they 
get a lower grade for ,or possibly even fail, the assessment as they do not 
produce enough content? 

With REFLECT we have started to explore a different path for assessing 
reflection. Further on in the publication, we will elaborate this path more in 
its specifics, but at this point it suffices to make a general statement. We’re 
proposing to align the assessment with the ideas of process-directivity, 
owning up and dialogic relationship between educator and learners. 
Therefore, we firstly propose a shift from a one-way-directed assessment 
to a two-ways-directed assessment: it’s not just the educator who takes an 
objective distance to evaluate the learner, rather educator and learners have 
a dialogue to explore the learning process together. Doing so, they contin-
ue the equal relationship they have built up during the course (instead of 
falling back to a top-down relationship in the former way of assessing). 
It’s important to underline at this point, the purpose of this dialogue is 
not to convince one another about the ‘objective truth’ of what is learned, 
but rather to develop a kind of intersubjective judgement by allowing to be 
mutually influenced by each other. This requests an openness from both 
educator and learner. 
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Secondly, we also propose that the focus of assessment should first and 
foremost be put on the reflective process leading to the content instead of 
the content itself (e.g. as being right or wrong). This implies a shift from 
what is called summative (result-oriented) to formative (process-oriented) 
assessment. Arguing how assessment of the result cannot be separated 
from assessment of the process in arts education, Susan Orr states convinc-
ingly in this respect how “it is essential that you know something about 
who that person is and what they are trying to do, what they think they’re 
doing in order to measure the quality of what they’ve done.” The same is 
true for reflection, so we think. Therefore, the educator directs his attention 
towards the intensity by which learners engage themselves in the reflection; 
the attention they give to that-which-is-at-stake and the way they person-
ally own the reflected knowledge, skills or attitude. He does so to explore 
(rather than to objectively measure) the quality and depth of the personal 
learning processes, more than the content as a measurable result (to put it 
very black and white). 

Sincerely yours, 

Your REFLECT correspondent
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