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1.  REFLECTION AS A GENERIC SKILL IN HIGHER AND ADULT EDUCATION

Within the framework of modernisation of the European Higher Education system, universities are invited 
to go beyond a knowledge-based perspective focused on disciplinary approaches, and to encourage generic 
skills and creative learning outcomes such as complex thinking, social skills, participatory learning, and 
personal shaping of knowledge (European Commission, 2013). This focus on generic skills also concerns 
non-formal settings. 

In this framework, deep attention has been given in literature to the definition of generic skills, a defi-
nition that differs across disciplines, contexts and, sometimes, nations, as De Villiers states (2010). For 
example, Bennet, Dunne, and Carré (1999) define generic skills as those which “support any discipline 
(generic), and which can be transferred to a range of contexts, in higher education or the workplace” (p. 
71) and Kearns (2001) explains them as skills “essential for employability at some level for most” (p. 
2). Furthermore, Bridgstock (2009) underlines that these skills have also been variously named as core 
skills, key competencies, transferable skills or underpinning skills. Referring specifically to the European 
context, the Tuning Educational Structures’ proposal for the assessment of generic competences distin-
guishes three types of generic or transversal competences: the instrumental one, that are “means or tools 
for obtaining a given end”, the interpersonal one that “enable people to interact well with others”, and 
the systemic one concerning “the comprehension of an entire set or system. They require a combination 
of imagination, sensibility and ability to see how the parts of a whole are inter-related” (Villa Sànchez & 
Poblete Ruiz, 2008, p. 60).

 Within the debate on definition, encouragement, and assessment of generic skills, reflection is recognised, 
under different labels (e.g. critical reflection, reflective thinking, reflective skill, etc.), as one of the most 
important competences for academic and professional life (Buiskool et al., 2010) and the Tuning’s model 
mentions reflective thinking among the interpersonal competences, identifying it as the recognition of 
“how we go about addressing a task or problem, and to take steps that will lead to growth in our way of 
thinking”  (Villa Sànchez & Poblete Ruiz, 2008, p. 94). The richness of contributions about reflection in 
Higher and Adult Education, but also the different approaches and perspectives mapped by the literature 
and followed by the REFLECT group members in their practices, have oriented the strategy chosen in order 
to build a project definition of reflection.

2.  THE REFLECT’S APPROACH TO DEFINE REFLECTION

2.1  Step 1:  REFLECT’s problem & needs analysis 

The REFLECT Erasmus+ Proposal takes place starting from the above mentioned recognition of reflection 
as one of the most important generic competences in learning processes, especially in formal education 
where it became a real hype since the turn of the century. At the same time research paradoxically shows 
that the quality of most reflection by students in formal education is moderate to bad (Kinkhorst, 2002; 
Pauw, 2007) and it doesn’t necessary bring forth the expected learning outcomes (Luken, 2010). We ques-
tion here the reasons behind this, relying mainly on the work of the Dutch educational scientist Tom 
Luken (2010).

First, it is generally assumed that students already know how to reflect or will learn it quickly by simply 
doing it . As a consequence, little to no effort is given by lecturers to teach students on how to reflect prop-
erly (Luken, 2010). This explains why Kuijpers and Meijers (2009) state that “students hardly know what 
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it means to reflect: they don’t connect the content of the course with themselves”. Reflection “is experi-
enced as a ‘mandatory task’” (p. 7). Ironically even for lecturers themselves, good reflection doesn’t seem 
very easy nor is it integrated in their professional functioning (Gulikers, 2008; Stokking, 2004).

Starting from this point, the REFLECT project was interested, firstly, in exploring and understanding how 
to encourage an adequate learning (and reflective) environment (Luken, 2015; Meijers, Kuijpers, & Bakker, 2006) 
where reflection is not about applying certain tricks, but considered to be the natural development of per-
sonal reflection processes  (Luken, 2010; Verhofstadt-Denève,1995). 

Second, in formal education, reflection is often organised as a written assignment in which students have to 
answer standardised questions, such as: “how have you executed the task and what have you learned?”, “what 
goes well?”, “what can you do differently and better?”, “how are you going to improve this, who or what do you 
need for this and what do you want to reach?” (Luken, 2010, p. 10). These questions are inspired by a function-
al way to define and understand reflection: the student is invited to describe a problem, to think logically about 
it and then to find a good answer to solve the problem. Furthermore, the partners of REFLECT link another 
aspect to this: this type of reflection is often assessed as a product, in terms of a correct answer. By using this 
way to assess  reflection, it seems that the complexity and holistic nature of the reflection process are not taken 
into account, considering it only within a linear, causal, and logical thinking process.

This second point invited the REFLECT project to explore a reflection model which stimulates learning processes in 
their spontaneous, non-linear, non-cyclic, and hazardous way of being (Van Eekelen, 2005), as well as an evaluation 
system coherent with this approach.

Third, in her doctoral research Mansvelder-Longayroux (2006) looks at the use of reflection portfolios by 
21 lecturers-to-be. Reflections in these portfolios can mainly be catalogued as “remembering” and “evalu-
ating” (“what happened?” and “what do I think of it?”). Most of them lack other quintessential activities 
such as analysing, critical processing, diagnosing, and genuine reflection . She concludes that the use of 
reflection portfolios in this way doesn’t stimulate the learning process in a fundamental way. 

So, this third point invited the REFLECT project to explore a broader perspective on the quintessential aspects of the 
reflective process.

Fourth, Kinkhorst (2002) states that “students have to make too many reflection assignments where ap-
propriate or not, whereby they start to dislike reflection, making it to a mandatory routine with few result” 
(p.36). As a consequence of this reflection coercion, students withdraw from the assignment: they don’t 
engage in the reflection process anymore and give it as little effort as possible (Luken, 2010; Meijers, 2008).  

So, this fourth issue invited the REFLECT project to understand how to engage students in the reflective process.

2.2  Step 2: Analysis of crucial sources and the practices 

Starting from the four main points of the needs analysis, at the beginning of the REFLECT Project (January 
2015) the staff members were asked to identify and share with their colleagues one “crucial source” that is 
a book chapter, an article or a report which represents a crucial reference in their research and practice, as 
well as to describe reflective practices they use or find inspiring in their own work.

 2.2.1  The crucial sources analysis

Concerning the crucial sources, 15 of them were gathered: 12 articles (conceptual or empirical) and 3 practical 
documents (which referred to the description of practices involving reflection somehow). In this first phase, 
the collected crucial sources supported the staff group to identify some main issues related to reflection: the 
different theoretical and methodological background of studies or research on  reflection and their different 
purposes which focus on specific contexts, targets, and practices and tools, as summarised in  Figure 1. 

Within the REFLECT Project, the staff group has analysed the main models of reflection offered by litera-
ture, in order to achieve a common and shared definition of reflection. Indeed, the models traced by Boud 
(1994), Mezirow (1991, 1998), Schon (1983, 1987), and by the phenomenological approach (Bleakley, 
1999; Fay & Riot, 2007; Lewis & Farnsworth, 2007; Mortari, 2012) have been mapped and explored. 

First, the Boud’s model (1984) describes a way to think about learning from experience and how it can 
be facilitated. Briefly, Boud states that learning is always rooted in prior experience and any attempt to 
promote new learning must in some way take account of that experience. “Learners bring with them to 
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any event their personal foundation of experience[…]; it shapes the intent we have which guides our pri-
orities” (Boud, 1994, p.2). Furthermore, he declares that the process of learning from experience involves 
learners in taking an active part in the process. Engagement and intervention are known as learning milieu 
(i.e. the social, psychological and material environment in which the learner is situated).

Second, according to the Mezirow’s model (1991), critical reflection has been developed as the major ob-
jective of adult education. Synthetically, Mezirow defines reflection as “the process of critically assessing 
content, process and premises of our efforts to interpret and give meaning to an experience” (1991, p.104) 
and he identifies three forms of reflection:

 • on content: a reflection on what we perceive, think and act; 
 • on process: a reflection on how we perceive, think, and act together with the assessment activity; 
 • on premises: a reflection on the premises foresees the awareness of the reasons why we perceive, act 

and feel in a specific way. We reflect on the reasons and consequences of some mistakes occurring 
during the process.  

All three forms of reflection involve critique, but premises reflection is central to the empowerment and 
emancipation processes. 

Third, by his model, Schön (1983) introduced the concept of reflective practice as a critical process in refining 
one’s artistry or craft in a specific discipline. He put reflection into the centre of an understanding of what 
professionals do. Reflective practice involves thoughtfully considering one’s own experiences in applying 
knowledge to practice while being coached by professionals in the discipline. The notions of reflection-in-ac-
tion (which takes place whilst you are involved in the situation) and reflection-on-action (which involves a 
stepping back from the situation, meaning that it happens at some time after the situation has occurred) 
are central in Schon’s model.

A fourth model has been explored: the phenomenological one (Bleakley, 1999; Fay & Riot, 2007; Lewis 
& Farnsworth, 2007; Mortari, 2012). Literature concerning this model highlights that phenomenological 
practices enable one to stop, dissociate from inertia, change the perspective of attitude, and focus attention 
on the expression of the world in specific authentic experience instead of referring to common practices 
and authorities. Genuine motivation and personally meaningful activities are created as a result of such a 
pause. Passive and inert life is replaced by rational and free existence. 

Beyond these four main and recognised reflection models, other approaches have been mentioned and 
explored by the staff members, above all related to the experiential learning. For example, the Kolb’s cycle of 
experiential learning (1984), the Gestalt cycle of experience (Thompson, 2013) and the Korthagen’s model of reflec-
tion (1982, 1985).
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Figure 1 – Analysis of crucial sources: the “reflection map” 
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 2.2.2  The reflective practices analysis

The collected reflective practices differ in style and content, but offer some common elements to analyse.

First, a definition of reflection comes up from the reflective practices collected by the group. Reflection, to 
a large extent, seems related to self-expression and learning in terms of making visible or increasing 
self-awareness for personal growth and change. It is described as an activity, an exercise, a course, a 
method, a tool… “a quiet solo time” in which personal experiences and inner (mental) processes are at 
stake, so as to observe, learn from them and change them. Expressing emotional experiences and feelings 
seems to be of crucial importance in most of the descriptions. The different practices mostly speak about 
reflection as an activity that allows the participant to look inwards and share feelings: becoming aware of 
different layers of our emotional being and behaviour, becoming closer to our emotional content, making 
interpersonal relationships visible, roles in the group, personal change, personal reactions in specific sit-
uations, wellness, etc. 

In general, the goal is to recognise in oneself which driver behaviours or working styles make us act in a 
dysfunctional way, and to find in oneself the resources to make an effort to behave differently, resulting 
finally in the transformation of the reflection process into a personal action plan. It is all about developing 
a better reflective competence, to look at one owns’ emotions and to be able to name them as well as to 
name and share insights and learning.

Related to this, reflection is also seen as a “tool” or a possibility to increase one owns’ leadership style and 
self-management.

Finally, the practices refer to reflection also in terms of a possibility to remember, collect and arrange in-
dividual experiences and to share it with knowledgeable others who witnessed these experiences, and to 
discover commonalities. This sharing can be done, for example, through a diary or by talking in pairs or by 
talking in a group with the facilitation of the teacher/trainer.

Second, conditions for reflection and references to reflective strategies and settings are made explicit:

 • Rich experiences and rich learning environments are suggested as important conditions; an atmos-
phere of tranquillity, safety and silence is asked where no form of judgment, or commenting on each 
other, are allowed.;

 • A question, a topic, an exercise, a particular time or space activates self-reflection/gives direction to 
reflection (solo moments, slow down, silence time, diary, poetry, …);

 • The freedom of choice to explore or to reflect on that which makes sense for the practitioner himself.  
The word ‘invite’ is used a lot in the described practices;

 • The guarantee that personal feelings, thoughts and reflections stay confidential and a place is offered 
where the group or the person cannot be disturbed;

 • Small groups seem to make the participants more responsible for the process of reflection and their 
personal share in it;

 • Special aspects that can be used for creating the atmosphere for personal thinking and helping to go 
into the reflective mode are e.g. music, retreating to the nature (on the bank of the river / lake), under a 
tree etc. Participants can be asked to be silent or they can be blindfolded;

 • The physical space can also be used e.g. questions for the reflection are written in different places of 
the working room, or territory (on the floor, or even on different trees in the forest) so participants can 
move physically from one spot to the other, from one question to the other; participants can be asked 
to move in the labyrinth, around the chairs in a shape of horseshoe etc.;

 • More than verbal exercises: different “tools” can be used to stimulate personal thinking, e. g. partic-
ipants can be asked to make a drawing (self-portrait, symbol, life line etc.); to tell the story starting 
“once upon a time…”; to write a haiku; to choose a postcard, cards with figures, or photos; to model 
clay; to choose a metaphor; drama; sing a song; associative thinking mechanisms etc.;

 • Providing a physical time and space for ‘slow down’ of sensory inputs - a place and time of silence and 
stillness… so that the participants may “hear and see” their experience as it is processed internally;

 • Silence is also seen as a means of limiting the interactional “disturbances” or communication that 
inevitably arise when a group of people is close, for everyone to quickly discover the range and shades 
of opinion on an issue. 

Third, the crucial role of the facilitator/teacher/trainer is underlined. Some practices highlight the relevance of the 
feedback given to the learner after he shared his thoughts. In some cases, it is “mirroring” in others – as 
noted in the observations provided by group members when they experienced the specific participant dur-
ing joint activities. The facilitator/teacher/trainer is an important source of observations and feedback too. 
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He/she is someone who ‘(co-)creates’ a comfortable scene in which people are confronted with the lacunas 
of their own thinking and doing. Here the figure of coach is not someone who knows the answer of one’s 
inner problems, but the method to acquire insight to their inner needs and aims. 

2.3  Step 3: from the Reflective Questionnaires to the focus groups

The crucial sources and the collection of reflective practices has underlined the variety of “ideas” and con-
cepts of reflection spread between the REFLECT staff members, both in formal and non-formal settings. 
A more in-depth analysis of these “local concepts” was valuable in order to build a common frame on 
reflection and to design a literature review process strictly connected to the background of the partners, 
matching theory and practice. 

With this aim in mind, a Reflective Questionnaire (Taylor & Fedeli, 2016) was administered to the staff mem-
bers in order to explore, practically, how the REFLECT project and its partners deal with challenges relat-
ing to the four major concerns generally associated by literature with the construct of reflection. 

First of all, assessment: how do the REFLECT group members assess reflection? How do they know re-
flection when they hear it or see it (read it)? Can they identify in a journal what a reflective thought or 
comment is, and what is not reflective? 

Second, the context where reflection is encouraged: in the REFLECT members’ opinion, how does an ed-
ucator or a teacher promote reflection within a course that is contextually relevant (related to the course 
content) and can be engaged within the institutional constraints (e.g., time, content)? What is fundamen-
tal in a reflective activity? What does it have to include? What should it not include? What is inherent in 
facilitating a potentially successful reflective experience? What are the barriers?

Third, the development of reflection: research argues that the ability to reflect, to deeply reflect, to be open 
to exploring alternative perspectives and even questioning deeply-held assumptions, is a developmental 
process. How do the members of the REFLECT group teach someone who has limited experience with the 
concept and practice of reflection? How is it different, working with these young students compared to 
working with individuals who are highly reflective? 

Fourth, the link between emotions and feelings and reflection: recognising this deep connection between 
feelings and reflection, what can the REFLECT members offer an educator, with specific guidance on how 
to engage emotions, manage emotions, and use them to help facilitate reflection, within a setting (e.g., 
formal classroom) and involving subjects (e.g., chemistry, engineering, etc.) often not associated with 
engaging feelings?

13 Reflective Questionnaires were collected: 9 from the formal sector and 4 from the non-formal one. 
Starting from the proposed questions, the group members explored and summarised their experiences 
and practices about reflection. They mentioned, for example, important features to facilitate reflection con-
cerning the environment and the relationship between facilitator/teacher/trainer and participant/student/
trainee. Furthermore, they mapped the range of assessment tools they usually adopt in their practices and 
the strategies followed to encourage a deep level of reflection. 

Starting from the individual responses gathered - a sort of “practical” background of each REFLECT mem-
ber - a focus group protocol was developed in order to obtain data “socially constructed within the interac-
tion of the group” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 114). As Hennink (2014) explains, the characteristic of a fo-
cus group (FG) “is the interactive discussion through which data are generated, which leads to a different 
type of data not accessible through individual interviews. During the group discussion participants share 
their views, hear the views of others, and perhaps refine their own views in light of what they have heard” 
(p. 2-3). Interaction is the element that characterises all group techniques; it helps to deepen and plumb 
the topics covered, thanks to participants’ feedback on which it is based. The big advantage of interaction 
is the real reproduction of the process that governs the formation of opinions, and this takes place to a 
greater extent when the interaction is personal and less structured, as in a FG. In fact, according to Corrao 
(2005), what happens in a FG isn’t just cognitive comparison, but it is “a personal interaction that involves 
the whole person and allows the creation of confidential atmosphere which promotes the expression of 
opinions and feelings “ (p. 96), supporting the  production of cooperative knowledge.

With this aim, the big REFLECT team was split into two FGs. The two groups were composed by consider-
ing gender and context criteria, mixing  teachers and trainers coming from formal and non-formal context 
and splitting colleagues belonging to the same organisation. The two FGs - composed of seven people 
each: 4 females and 3 males - were conducted by two different facilitators and two different observers.
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The staff members were questioned about these specific issues, related to the previous Reflective Questionnaires:

 • to what extent is reflection a competence that one can define and assess?
 • to what extent is reflection transferable? What are the crucial elements/features in order to make it 

transferable?
 • what are my key abilities/tools in triggering/scaffolding/developing reflection? What abilities (of mine) 

would I like to improve?
 • to what extent does a relevant reflection involve emotions/an affective (vs cognitive) component?

The discussion was recorded and transcribed. The two texts obtained were analysed in order to highlight 
the general opinions of the participants connected to the guiding questions. The gathered qualitative data, 
described in the following section, are valued as the background to the REFLECT project and the starting 
point to explore literature about reflection and the reflective process.

3.  REFLECTION: A LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to collect resources for the literature review, each partner was invited to select at least 10 docu-
ments written or translated in English and connected with its approach to reflection and to the reflective 
process. Starting from these basic rules, in the first phase of the literature analysis process, excluding a 
few documents that were only available in National languages, we collected 65 articles and chapters, both 
conceptual and empirical. 

In the second phase of the literature analysis, we reduced the references list to 30 European and American 
resources to be coherent with the following criteria:

 • related to the above mentioned models of reflection (Boud, Mezirow, Schon, and the phenomenologi-
cal one); 

 • coherent with the four main issues raised from both the Reflective Questionnaires, and from the FG: as-
sessment, developmental, context, and emotions and feelings, in order to follow a bottom-up approach 
starting from the REFLECT staff’s experience.

30 selected articles - 16 conceptual and 14 empirical - guided the REFLECT staff group to clarify terms, 
theoretical orientations, and practical implications on reflection and the reflective process. 3 descriptions 
of practices were also explored, considering their centrality to the REFLECT group’s practices and ex-
periences in non-formal settings and the relevance of the experiential learning approach (Kolb, 1984; 
Korthagen,1985; Vermeylen, 2005).

 3.1  A definition of reflection: the “developmental” dimension of reflection

In order to reach a sort of definition of reflection, the Reflective Questionnaires (RQ), administrated before 
the FG, offered us a first overview on the levels of reflection recognised by the REFLECT members. 
Among the 13 collected RQ, only 2 questionnaires focused on this aspect, referring to the following 
criteria: 

At a superficial level, reflection:

 • focuses on objective evaluation and description;
 • focuses on fact and a feasible solution;
 • focuses on something that is not experience;
 • doesn’t change values, believes, assumptions, and actions;
 • is not expressed with the involvement of the body and people are not affected by their reflections.

At a deeper level, reflection:

 • is connected with experience;    
 • explores the facts, investigates them more deeply by  exploring the effects on the inner world of the 

person and on the outside;
 • involves the physical level;
 • involves self-awareness skills;                      
 • turns into learning.
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Furthermore, 11/13 RQs express some suggestions to recognise reflective thoughts, following these criteria:

 • the connection between the topic and the personal level (experience, feelings, values, thoughts);
 • the connection with a personal meaningful experience; 
 • the intensity in how people express themselves, also using body language.

During the FG session, a guiding question about the definition of reflection was proposed to define reflec-
tion more exactly: to what extent is reflection a competence that one can define? The whole group involved 
in the FG (14 people) underlined that reflection can be defined, but only a half, among the two FG, stated 
that reflection can be defined precisely as a competence. Trying to cluster the collected opinions, it comes 
to light that for a part of the group of REFLECT members, reflection is a competence because it includes:

 • knowledge (3)
 • skills and attitudes (3)
 • it can be taught (2)
 • it can be trained (3)
 • it can be practiced (2)
 • it can be developed (1). 

Two participants added some interesting details, identifying skills related to reflection and underlining 
that reflection can be developed, trained and practised, even if defining the criteria to do this is not easy: 
“[…] self-awareness, there is a part of inner readiness, you have a state of mind. I note that people have 
different abilities to reflect, different competences for reflection and it could be developed”; “There is a set 
of knowledge, skills and attitudes, which are important for reflection, if you want to reflect, if you want 
you can go on and train reflection” and “Reflection is a competence because you have knowledge, you can 
practice it. Then, I start looking for describing levels of reflection, looking for the criteria, how I can assess 
the competence, I stuck”. These quoted participants didn’t consider reflection only as a set of skills, but 
something more that includes the whole person (self-awareness, inner readiness, a state of mind) and the 
dynamic nature of reflection, that supports the idea of reflection as a competence to practise and be trained. 

The second vision of reflection states that reflection cannot be defined as a competence. Six participants 
strongly supported this vision underlining that:  

 “ For me it’s nothing to do with a competence, nothing at all. It has to do with the kind of situation […], reflective 
process sometimes works and sometimes doesn’t work. Competences are good to lead to reflection maybe, but not reflec-
tion itself”. 

A participant stated that “reflection is not a competence. It’s something that you can exercise in order to 
be more sensitive to the situation”. These quotations highlight that in the FG session, the reference to the 
recognition of different levels of reflection is less stressed: only two people refer to them.

 “ I think there are some levels that you can appreciate and give feedback on them. Usually when you start reflecting 
you start describing what’s happened. […] It seems also that to be reflective and transferable needs a second level of 
thinking. Sometimes we just react, especially when something scares us. It is more difficult to go through because it takes 
more energy, more effort is to move to the front of the head”.

Combining the qualitative data collected from RQ and the FG, it seems clear that for the REFLECT group, 
reflection can be recognised when it happens, but is not at all easy to define it and to establish criteria to 
identify different levels of reflection.

For this part, the selected articles offer the possibility to explore different purposes and forms of reflection, 
and strategies to teach or train it. 

As Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985) have underlined, educators are more and more becoming convinced 
of the importance of reflection and teachers are interested in understanding how to incorporate some form 
of reflection into their classes. In fact, Gall, Jacobsen, and Bullock (1990) highlight that “learning how to 
learn cannot be left to students. It must be taught” (p. V). So, as Ertmer and Newby (1996) ask: “how does 
a learner acquire this ability to question and/or reflect? How can teachers promote and support the devel-
opment of reflective thinking in their students?” (p. 19). Also the contribution by Ryan and Ryan (2013) 
is concerned with how, and at what level, learners reflect and which reflective strategies or activities can 
be used to develop deeper or more complex levels of reflection, according to the work by Smith (2011) too, 
focused on teaching critical reflection.
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With a specific focus on health education, Mann, Gordon, and MacLeod (2009) distinguish reflection mod-
els by two major dimensions:

 • “an iterative dimension, within which the process of reflection is triggered by experience, which then 
produces a new understanding, and the potential or intention to act differently in response to future 
experience” (p. 597): for example, Boud’s and the Schon’s model;

 • “a vertical dimension, which includes different levels of reflection on experience. Generally the surface 
levels are more descriptive and less analytical than the deeper levels of analysis and critical synthesis” 
(p. 597): for example, Dewey’s, Mezirow’s and the Moon’s model, the latter focusing on the role of 
reflection into the learning process.

Another topic traceable in literature concerns the different levels of reflection. Atkins and Murphy (1993), 
and Moon (1999) distinguish three main stages of reflection. The first one is “emergence of unpleasant 
feelings and thoughts due to the experience being outlived and the need to solve the situation that caused 
these experiences” (Bubnys & Zydziunaiuté, 2010, p. 62). The second stage is “critical and constructive 
analysis of a problem or specific situation as well as own feelings, which involves possessed and necessary 
new knowledge to solve a problem” (Bubnys & Zydziunaiuté, 2010, p. 62). The third stage is develop-
ment of new viewpoint to a situation by projecting possible ways for acting at particular future situations. 
In this stage emotional and cognitive changes, which lead to behaviour changes, take place (Bubnys & 
Zydziunaiuté, 2010, p. 62).

Wittich and colleagues (2013a) propose an empirical study focused on the validation of a method for meas-
uring medical students’ critical reflections on professionalism, based on an instrument first elaborated by 
Kember and colleagues (2000) and Mann, Gordon, and MacLeod (2009). This instrument considers four 
levels of reflection (Kember et al., 2000; Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, 2009): habitual action, “a perfunctory 
feat that through repetition has become automatic”; understanding, that is “using existing knowledge 
without critically appraising that knowledge”; reflection, that is exploring past experiences to develop 
new understandings; and critical reflection, “a deeper form of reflection where a person’s perspective is 
changed” (Wittich et al., 2013a, p. 233).

Concerning levels of reflection, Ryan and Ryan (2013) propose a model for teaching and assessing re-
flective learning in higher education based on a reflective scale of four levels, named the 4Rs: Reporting 
& Responding (make observation, express the personal opinion, ask question); Relating (relate or make 
connection between the issue and the personal skills, professional experience, or discipline knowl-
edge); Reasoning (highlight important aspects related to the issue and explain why they are important); 
Reconstructing (reframe future practice or professional understanding).

Similar to this model, the ALACT model proposed by Korthagen and Vasalos describes the ideal process 
of learning in and from practice by five ideal phases: Action; Looking back on the action; Awareness of 
essential aspects; Creating alternative methods of action; Trial, that is a new action and the starting point 
of a new cycle (2009).

3.2  The assessment of reflection 

During the FG session, the facilitators led the groups through a question about assessment: to what extent 
you can assess reflection? 

Concerning this point, different positions emerged.

The first one was referred to as the possibility to assess not reflection itself, but the process of reflection or 
the “elements that are involved in the reflection process”. 

The second opposite position was represented by the participants who stated: “You don’t assess reflection 
process, teamwork process, you assess the case, the results not the process. It is the same with reflection: 
you have to reflect but you don’t assess the reflective process”. 

According to this vision the process can’t be assessed because “reflection is a part of the learning process, 
you don’t assess the reflection but the learning process.”  Close to this vision, a participant said: “There 
are some indications that can tell something about the reflection, if it takes place or not, but ‘assess them’? 
For me it is too much”. A third position underlined that the assessment of reflection cannot be done by 
separating it from the process and from the facilitator. This idea was supported by the participants who 
said: “I think the assessment of reflection is not the evaluation. It is about how was the process, if it was 
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useful, how it was, what the facilitator did. It is not about marking, but just evaluating how it was in order 
to improve next time.” 

Additionally, there is a fourth vision according to which assessment is not connected to a “kind of putting 
grade”, but the possibility to register that some changes occur in the learners “and learners themselves 
feel, agree, see that things are changing or have changed and they see themselves looking at the world in 
a different way.” In this perspective assessment is not an “objective measurement, but it is a kind of “felt” 
judgment: you feel something or you don’t feel that something has changed”. 

Then a fifth position emerged considering the actions “to assess and to reflect” as part of “human ability, 
human nature”, because “humans are reflective. Everybody is reflective, but to different degrees”. It would 
mean that “we are constantly assessing, like we are naturally reflecting.”  

Finally, the last position highlights that there is a difference between evaluating one’s own reflection or 
others’ reflection: “I am able to assess my own reflection, but as a teacher we are always evaluating the 
students, but it is totally different”. Furthermore “[…] assessment works in a distractive way. The feeling 
of being judged stops reflection”. It could mean that assessment doesn’t support reflection, but in the 
contrary obstructs it.

From this intertwined discussion, it’s evident that how the assessment of reflection can be difficult and 
at the same time a challenge for all teachers/educators. In fact, the participants talked about the process 
of reflection, about some elements that support reflection, some changes that can occur during a process 
of learning, of a strategy of improvement, but not one of them talked about the assessment of reflection 
itself. The discussion that took place within the two groups suggests that there is still a lot of hesitation 
and caution related to the assessment of reflection. 

This difficulty is demonstrated also by the available literature; in fact, few papers are focused on the as-
sessment of reflection and those same papers can be divided  in three categories:

1.  The self-evaluation, with a specific focus on the metacognitive process (Ertmer & Newby, 1996; Mortari, 
2012). Referring to Shön’s model and comparing the approach to learning of an expert and of a nov-
ice learner, Ertmer and Newby (1996) show how the model based on a metacognitive control as con-
tinuing reflection (self-regulated), allows the learner to be a promoter of his/her academic achieve-
ment. It includes aspects such as planning, monitoring and evaluating. Mortari (2012) - referring to 
the phenomenology theory - highlights that “reflection is a way for cognition to analyze itself”, it is 
the “thinking that thinks on itself”, it is “the practice of a rigorous self-examination” (p.528).

2.  The way to assess reflection through some models (Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2009; Lim, 2011; Ryan & 
Ryan, 2013) or tools (Aronson, 2011; Smith, 2011; Wald et al., 2012). Kitchenham and Chasteauneuf 
used Mezirow’s framework to examine reflection in the e-portfolio of teacher-candidates, conclud-
ing that “critical reflection of assumptions and critical self-reflection on assumptions are extremely 
valuable elements of the reflection process […] but they are also effective descriptors for the types 
of reflection that occur in teacher education, in general, and in e-portfolios, in particular” (2009, p. 
142). In another study, the four levels of reflective thinking - Habitual Action, Understanding, Reflection, 
and Critical Reflection (Mezirow, 1997) - were used by Lim (2011) to examine reflective habits of stu-
dents at different stage of their studies within a problem-based learning context.  Furthermore, Ryan 
and Ryan (2013) introduced a model for Teaching and Assessing Reflective Learning (TARL) based on the 
notion of pedagogic field, considered as a set of strategies combined with the assessment of learning. 
The model foresees the selection of the most suitable strategies during the students’ progress, with-
in a programme that makes them increasingly exposed to disciplinary concepts and practices. The 
model based on a reflective scale by Bain and colleagues (2002) offers some indicators related to the 
5Rs of reflection: Reporting and Responding, Relating, Reasoning, Reconstructing. There are 5 levels of reflec-
tion that can be considered a systematic approach of reflection. In addition, critical reflection could 
be stimulated, observed and monitored through reflective tools (Smith, 2011) and built on some key 
indicators connected to the four domains of reflection (personal, interpersonal, contextual, critical). 
It could be encouraged also through a combination of methods: using validated and reliable scoring 
rubrics and a narrative approach such as individual, group, faculty, or peer feedback, underlining 
the adequacy of the reflection according to the assigned topic, and suggesting next steps (Aronson, 
2011). Wald and colleagues (2012) talk about a reflect rubric too, built through iterative cycles and 
based on five level of reflection: Non reflective/Habitual Action, Non reflective/ Thoughtful Action, 
Reflective, Critically reflective and Transformative Learning. These kind of rubrics are considered by 
the authors the best way to assess the level of reflection since they are built according to a theory and 
they can be tailored and made for specific purposes.
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3.  The validation of instruments to assess reflection, especially in medical education contexts (Mann, Gordon, 
& MacLeod, 2009; Wittich, et al., 2013a; Wittich, et al., 2013b). Wittich and colleagues (2013a; 2013b) 
developed and validated an instrument for assessing students’ reflections on gross anatomy, based 
on a previously validated instrument (Kember et al., 2000; Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, 2009) based 
on four levels of reflection: habitual action, understanding, reflection, and critical reflection. Kember 
and colleagues (2000) and Mann and colleagues (2009) define: habitual action as a perfunctory 
feat that through repetition has become automatic; understanding as the use of existing knowledge 
without critically appraising that knowledge; reflection as exploring past experiences to develop new 
understandings (Boud et al., 1985) and critical reflection as a deeper form of reflection where a per-
son’s perspective is changed (Wittich, et al., 2013a). Mann, Gordon, and MacLeod (2009) conducted 
a systematic review of the research literature in the area of reflection and reflective learning in health 
professional education and practice. To evaluate the premise that reflection and reflective practice are 
essential components of competence in health professionals, they developed some questions to fol-
low. Among them they focused on this one “Can reflective thinking be assessed?” (Mann, Gordon, 
& MacLeod, 2009, p. 600). Starting from the analysed studies, they state that “it appears that reflec-
tion can be assessed and different levels of reflection discerned. […] Students do not have the same 
opportunities as professionals do for reflective practice in authentic settings and therefore some 
questions remain regarding whether what is being measured (e.g. text) is a valid indicator of reflec-
tive activity, when one considers the influences of context and culture” (Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, 
2009, p. 605).

Starting from this overview of literature on assessment of reflection, it appears that the attention to assess-
ment and development of reflection is wider in medical education and health professions education con-
texts rather than in general courses of Higher Education, where still very little has been done in this sense. 

3.3  The context of reflection

Another of the dimensions underlined among the collected resources is the role of the context in promot-
ing reflective processes. For the REFLECT group, the context is a crucial element of the reflective process. 
Indeed, to promote reflection it is important to prepare the context by creating a stimulating environment 
in which students can experiment in safety. Just from the RQ, the majority of respondents underlined that 
the first step of the reflective process is to establish a good relationship with learners, build a favourable 
environment for reflection, be open to mistakes in order to co-create a reflective atmosphere.

To continue with the FG, according to the question about the context (“to what extent is reflection trans-
ferable?), all 14 participants perceived reflection as a competence that can be transferred from one context 
to another, but, at the same time, the context has an influence on the reflection competence. There are dif-
ferent visions about what and how this transferability can happen. For one side, reflection transfers from 
a context to another when the individual can recognise a sort of pattern of features that can help him to 
see the similarities in a different context. Moreover, recognising the common pattern, people create links, 
but to do this, people need an extra effort which is the second level of thinking to create this connection in 
making reflection transferable. Another idea is that the transfer of reflection is something that can happen 
or not, but it is not something that is necessary for reflection.

According to another question, (“what are the crucial elements/features in order to make it transferable?”) 
for the group there are some crucial elements or features that can make reflection a transferable compe-
tence, such as the ability to see and perceive similarities in a different kind of context, the different type of 
environment, courage and the feeling of reflection as a need.

Despite the strong focus of the group to the context and the setting of the reflection process, looking to the 
literature there are not too many references about the context.

Boud (1994) - explaining his model of reflection – places importance on the consideration of the setting 
where the process takes place. In fact, the model recognises the learning milieu -  made of the “social, psy-
chological and material environment in which the learner is situated” (p.2) - as a condition to promote 
active learning from the experience. The importance of an authentic and supportive environment is men-
tioned also by Mann, Gordon and MacLeod (2009) who consider a supportive environment - both intel-
lectually and emotionally – as a condition to enhance the development of reflection and reflective practice. 
We can identify some crucial elements of this supportive environment: for example, an accommodation for 
individual differences in learning styles; mentoring; group discussion and support and free expression of 
opinions. Critical reflection should take place in an environment of thinking, reflecting and connecting the 
old with the new, as a skill that crosses all the disciplines of learning. By creating a reflective environment 



12

Reflection as a core transferable competence in higher education and adult education  Erasmus+ No 2014-1-LT01-KA200-000547

P

for and with students, it is allowed to build the foundations of a critically reflective member of the world 
community (Colley, Bilics & Lerch, 2012). The necessity of taking care of the learning environment is 
marked also by Lim (2011) who tested that the Problem Based Learning (PBL) environment not only de-
velops students’ reflective thinking habits, but it also encourages a good degree of critical reflection. Even 
if there aren’t so many studies on the relation between context and the development of reflection habits, 
the main aspects here-mentioned are strong enough to support the idea that the reflective environment is 
really connected with all parts of the learning process, and therefore with the development of reflection and 
critical reflection abilities. As Vermeylen underlines, it is crucial to offer “activities and reflection moments 
where individual themes and interaction patterns can (again) be underlined and become more visible” 
(2005, p. 4).

3.4.  The role of emotions and feeling  

Concerning the role of emotions and feeling, a specific FG question led the REFLECT group to discuss to 
what extent a relevant reflection involves emotions/an affective (vs cognitive) component. Some sugges-
tions come up clearly through a range of the responses. According to the group, there is a deep connection 
between emotions and reflection. It would be impossible to reflect without emotions; indeed, by reflect-
ing and making sense, people can connect to their feelings. Reflection is a moment when the individual 
is moved by emotions and in this sense reflection becomes “something that you don’t forget anymore”, 
quoting a participant.

According to Boud (1994), reflection is not simply a process of thinking. The reflective process involves 
also feelings and emotions which can inhibit or enhance the possibilities for further reflection and learn-
ing. Positive feelings can enhance motivation and desire to pursue further learning, while negative feelings 
can block understanding. Also Hubbs and Brand (2005) focus their attention on feelings and on the role 
that reflection can play in order to link student’s understandings and feelings and to understand their 
own inner world and meaning. Furthermore, Korthagen (2013) and Korthagen and Vasalos (2009) devote 
strong attention to the emotional level. Concerning his above-mentioned model, the core reflection encour-
aged a step forward from reflection as “thinking” to awareness of the whole human being. According to 
the authors, the “model does not function well if the person reflecting uses it as a purely mental exercise: 
in each stage, thoughts, feelings and needs (or desires) have to be addressed, and brought into full aware-
ness” (p. 8).

4.  DISCUSSION AND CRITIQUE

The analysis of the collected literature offered to the REFLECT group an overview of the main approaches 
to reflection, in order to encourage and/or to assess it, through different methods or tools, with reference 
to different models and settings, both formal and non-formal.  Starting from the quoted authors and the 
referred articles, it is evident that the most of the literature concerns the formal context, with a specific 
focus on Higher Education and, specifically, to the medical sector and to teachers’ education. Under this 
framework, the contribution of the REFLECT group aims to enrich the discussion on reflection with a 
specific attention on the non–formal setting, where the Inner Readiness concept, presented below, has been 
developed. The REFLECT group also gives more attention to the role of context and emotions in encour-
aging reflection, which has been often overlooked in the literature. Lastly, REFLECT focuses on an another 
element: that of the role of the facilitator and his/her attention to choose and design coherent and effective 
reflective activities, according to his/her aims, both in formal and non-formal settings.
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