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Is reflective writing an enigma? Can preparing evidence for an 
electronic portfolio develop skills for reflective practice? 

 
Bronwyn Hegarty 
Otago Polytechnic 
Dunedin, New Zealand 

 

Documenting reflective practice would be easier if practitioners were in agreement about the meaning of 
reflection for practice. Even though evidence exists to support the links between reflection, professional 
learning and reflective practice, agreement about how to effectively facilitate the reflective process for 
deeper levels of reflection is not yet established. The reflective writing of postgraduate  teacher 
education students was scaffolded using a Three-Step Reflective Framework. Written reflections were 
prepared for an electronic design portfolio and assessed by the subject lecturer. All participants 
demonstrated three levels of reflection in their writing, namely, Descriptive, Explanatory and Supported.  
There was a degree of critical reflection although this was not directly scaffolded by the framework.  All 
participants found the Reflective Framework useful for assisting them to write reflectively, and the 
majority intended to carry on using it to assist in constructing a professional portfolio.  
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Introduction 

The meaning of reflection for practice is not easy to define and has long been debated by a number of scholars. 
The concept of reflection as a phased process of thinking was initially put forward by Dewey (1933), and later 
GHYHORSHG�LQWR�WKUHH�OHYHOV�RI�UHIOHFWLYLW\�H[SUHVVHG�DV�³ZD\V�RI�NQRZLQJ�ZLWK�ZD\V�RI�EHLQJ�SUDFWLFDO´��YDQ�
Manen, 1977, p. 205). Generally, the process of reflection is claimed to occur over time so that practitioners can 
look back on their experiences in order to learn from them (Boud, Keogh & Walker, 1985; Boyd & Fayles, 
1983), yet whether reflection occurs as a result of action, during action or for action is an area of disagreement 
precipitated by Schon (1983, 1987), and further discussed by Hatton and Smith (1995) in their work with 
teacher education students. This failure to find common ground has implications for practitioners who need to 
document their professional learning and demonstrate evidence of reflective practice. Even so, evidence 
demonstrates that clear links exist between reflection, professional learning and reflective practice (Boud et al., 
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1985; Fook, White & Gardner, 2006; Loughran & Corrigan, 1995; Mansvelder-Longayroux et al., 2007; Moon, 
2007; Nsibande, 2007; Valli, 1997). Current thinking confirms that the preparation of written evidence can 
develop reflective practice, particularly when it is destined for inclusion in a professional portfolio (Doig, 
Illsley, McLuckie & Parsons, 2006; Levin & Camp, 2002; Mansvelder-Longayroux et al., 2007). However, 
research investigating the importance of reflective writing for a professional ePortfolio is rare (Hegarty, 2011). 

For this research, existing definitions of reflection were explored (specifically, Boud & Walker, 1990; Boud et 
al., 1985; Rodgers, 2002; Tremmel, 1993) and a definition developed to inform the reflective framework used in 
the study. Reflection was defined as: deliberate and mindful thinking about RQH¶V�H[SHULHQFHV�DQG�WKH�VHOI-
evaluation of feelings, decisions, understandings and actions, which may lead to development of professional 
learning for professional practice. Reflection which demonstrates these attributes is regarded, in this research, as 
µHIIHFWLYH�UHIOHFWLRQ¶�DQG�LV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�UHIOHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH��WKXV�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�D�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�UHIOHFWLRQ��
professional learning and reflective practice. Also, definitions for professional learning and reflective practice 
were developed based RQ�RWKHUV¶�ZRUN��VSHFLILFDOO\��+DWWRQ�	�6PLWK��������.ZDNPDQ��������3DUVRQV�	�
Stephenson, 2005). Professional learning is defined as any learning which has relevance to professional practice 
and occurs when new knowledge and understanding, skills and insights are gained and may lead to the 
achievement of professional goals. Reflective practice is defined as a process associated with professional 
learning, which includes effective reflection and the development of metacognition, and leads to decisions for 
action, learning, achievement of goals and changes to immediate and future practice. 

 

Theoretical Background  
 
According to %RXG�DQG�:DONHU��������³UHWURVSHFWLYH�QRWLFLQJ´��FDQ�LQLWLDWH�WKH�UHIOHFWLYH�SURFHVV��EXW�UHTXLUHV�
attention to inner thoughts and feelings if ingrained assumptions and potential learning are to be unlocked and 
other perspectives considered (p. 71). Similarly, 5REHUW�7UHPPHO¶V�ZRUN�GHPRQVWUDWHV�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�
encouraging teacher education students to pay attention, and through noticing their thoughts and feelings, they 
FDQ�EH�JXLGHG�WR�µVHH¶�WKH�GHWDLO�RI�D�VLWXDWLRQ���������5RGJHUV¶�5HIOHFWLYH�&\FOH�FRQWDLQV a similar message, for 
H[DPSOH��³3UHVHQFH�LQ�H[SHULHQFH��/HDUQLQJ�WR�VHH´���������DQG�VKH�FODLPV�WKDW�QRWLFLQJ�LQLWLDWHV�WKH�UHIOHFWLYH�
process leading to meaning being uncovered and an appropriate response. Boud and colleagues (1985) in their 
model of reIOHFWLRQ��GHVFULEH�WKH�ILUVW�WZR�VWDJHV�RI�QRWLFLQJ�DV�³5HWXUQLQJ�WR�WKH�H[SHULHQFH´��DQG�³$WWHQGLQJ�WR�
IHHOLQJV´��DQG�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKLV�HQJDJHPHQW�SURPSWV�SUDFWLWLRQHUV�WR�DFW�DQG�FKDQJH�SUDFWLFH��S�������$�WKLUG�
VWDJH��FDOOHG��³5H-HYDOXDWLQJ�H[SHULHQFH´� is transformative because actions and thoughts emerge as a result of 
ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�QHZ�IRUPV�RI�NQRZOHGJH�LQ�OLJKW�RI�H[LVWLQJ�NQRZOHGJH��%RXG�HW�DO�����������/LNHZLVH��µ/HDUQLQJ�
WR�WDNH�LQWHOOLJHQW�DFWLRQ¶�LV�GHVFULEHG�LQ�5RGJHU¶V��������UHIOHFWLYH�F\FOH�  These theories provided guidance for 
developing the definition of reflection for this study. In turn, the definition of reflection provided a foundation 
for the framework used to scaffold the reflective writing process. The framework incorporates three steps: 
noticing, analysing and taking action.  

Scaffolding reflection is commonly regarded as essential to success (Donaghy & Morss, 2000; Sparks-Langer et 
DO����������)RU�H[DPSOH��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�%HDQ�DQG�6WHYHQV���������³VFDIIROGLQJ�KHOSV�WR�IRFXV�VWXGHQWV¶�reflections 
DQG�SURYLGHV�H[SOLFLW�VXSSRUW�LQ�PRGHOLQJ�WKH�UROH�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ´��S��������)URP�0DDURI¶V��������SHUVSHFWLYH�
³H[SOLFLW�WUDLQLQJ�RU�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�VNLOOV�WR�DVVLVW�«�LQ�UHIOHFWLQJ�XSRQ�WKHLU�SUDFWLFH´�LV�UHFRPPHQGHG��S��
215). Also, if practitioners are to extend their skills and examine their experiences using techniques beyond 
superficial description, support for reflective writing is regarded as essential (Hatton & Smith, 1995). In a study 
with 60 teacher education students, Hatton and Smith (1995) identified specific evidence of reflection in their 
writing about practice experiences, and this led to the development of a reflective framework for subsequent 
use, both for structuring reflective writing at a deeper level, and in the measurement of reflection for practice 
(see Table). Furthermore, five phases of cyclical reflection were used by Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) to assist 
student teachers to learn from their experiences, and they described this as the ALACT-model of reflection. (a) 
action, (b) looking back on the action, (c) awareness of essential aspects, (d) creating alternative methods of 
action, and (e) trial (Korthagen, 1985, p. 12). This cycle assisted the student teachers to develop their skills of 
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reflection bringing them to a stage ZKHUH�WKH\�GHPRQVWUDWHG�³FRUH�UHIOHFWLRQ´�ZLWK�PRUH�DZDUHQHVV�RI�
themselves as practitioners, and able to critically analyse problem situations (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005, p. 
55).  The structured approaches used by Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) and Hatton and Smith (1995) are 
intended to enhance both reflection and learning for professional practice as teachers can be taught how to 
reflect in preparation for reflective practice. This was also the intent of using a framework in this research study.  

 

Rationale and context 

An intervention was needed in a post-graduate teacher education subject where the lecturer found it challenging 
to get students to reflect at a level necessary for meaningful learning. She was interested in finding a solution for 
students in her post-graduate teacher education classes who generally wrote little more than superficial accounts 
when asked to reflect about their experiences. The students were required to prepare reflections about the 
process of designing multimedia learning objects for inclusion in an electronic Design portfolio. The subject 
lecturer believed it was necessary that professionals developed skills for reflective practice, yet in previous 
classes unstructured processes for reflective writing had not been successful. Therefore, an investigation into the 
use of a reflective framework to scaffold reflective writing was needed for students. Given their educational and 
discipline specific context an electronic portfolio was used to document their work and provided the context for 
this research. 

 

Framework and research questions 

When choosing models on which to base the framework for this research, specific attributes were sought, and 
LQFOXGHG�³WKHLU�SURSHQVLW\�IRU�JXLGLQJ�UHIOHFWLYH�SURFHVVHV�VXFK�DV�QRWLFLQJ��GHVFULEing the experience, 
interpreting or analysing the experience, examining other perspectives, and learning from the experience in 
RUGHU�WR�DFW�RU�PDNH�FKDQJHV�WR�SUDFWLFH´��+HJDUW\���������6SHFLILFDOO\��D�JXLGHG�VHTXHQFH�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�D�
hierarchal fraPHZRUN�ZDV�UHTXLUHG��WKXV�³VWDUWLQJ�WKH�EHJLQQHU�ZLWK�WKH�UHODWLYHO\�VLPSOLVWLF�RU�SDUWLDO�WHFKQLFDO�
type [of reflection], then working through different forms of reflection-on-action [including critical reflection] to 
the desired endpoint of a professional able to undertake reflection-in-DFWLRQ´��+DWWRQ�	�6PLWK��������S�������7KH�
intention was to support practitioners to develop skills for critical reflection as this was regarded by a number of 
researchers as a desired indicator of reflective practice (Fook & Gardner, 2007). Therefore, a framework using 
three steps was developed to guide the sequence in which the participants reflected on their experiences. Being 
sufficiently skilled to recall and record the event effectively is claimed to deepen the reflective process (Boud & 
Walker, 1990). Use of the framework by the participants was expected to assist this, and also contribute to the 
development of a professional portfolio which contained evidence of learning and reflective practice.  

 
Portfolios 
 
PortfolLRV�DUH�FODLPHG�WR�JLYH�WHDFKHUV�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�GRFXPHQW�WKHLU�³H[SHULHQFHV��WKRXJKWV��DFWLRQV�DQG�«�
OHDUQLQJ«´��.LOEDQH�	�0LOPDQ��������S��������DQG�DV�VXFK��DVVLVW�WHDFKHUV�WR�UHIOHFW�RQ�WKHLU�SUDFWLFH��DQG�
communicate their professional learning (Loughran & Corrigan, 1995). Although, reflection and professional 
learning are claimed manifest during portfolio development (Allan, Zylinski, Temple, Hislop & Gray, 2003; 
Doig, Illsley, McLuckie & Parsons, 2006; Falls, 2001; Wright, Stallworth & Ray, 2002), research is still unclear 
about how practitioners make connections between artefacts and evidence and reflect on them (McCoy, 2005). 
The reason that reflection is believed to be stimulated during the development of a portfolio is because 
experiences have to be analysed and interpreted in order to create the portfolio (Mansvelder-Longayroux et 
al.,2007, p. 49), and in this way practitioners are more likely to learn about themselves (Walker, 1985). In this 
research, the reflective content of written reflection assignments prepared for an ePortfolio and the way in which 
they used the reflective framework was of interest, not the process of developing the portfolio. The research 
question discussed in this article is: How do educational practitioners reflect when using a framework to write 
about their experiences? 
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Research Methodology 
 
Case study, as a qualitative method using an intervention, was chosen to study how participants responded in a 
³UHDO-OLIH�FRQWH[W´��DQG�LV�DQ�DSSURDFK�EDVHG�RQ�ZRUN�E\�<LQ��������S. 15). The intervention, the Three-Step 
Reflective Framework (see Figure 1), was developed for the research study, specifically to scaffold the 
reflective writing of seven postgraduate teacher education students who were studying in a multimedia design 
subject.  The participants were asked to use the framework when preparing written reflections about their 
experiences designing multimedia learning objects, all of which were destined for inclusion in an electronic 
portfolio, and were assessed. Therefore, the case was bounded by the enrolment and assessment requirements of 
the subject. This research was undertaken as part of a larger study in which diverse data was collected (survey, 
participant interviews and subject lecturer interview, and written feedback). The detailed findings of the study 
are not described in this paper (detail about this can be found in Hegarty, 2011). The findings presented in this 
paper focus solely on the reflective writing produced by participants as a result of using the Reflective 
Framework. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Three-Step Reflective Framework (Hegarty, 2011). 
At each of the three steps of the framework, questions were used to guide participants to reflect, and some of 
these are shown in Figure 1. For example, at Step 1, participants were asked to notice their experiences and 
describe what happened. Additionally, further questions were used to prompt reflection at each of the three 
VWHSV��DQG�ZHUH�DYDLODEOH�LQ�WKH�WHPSODWH�XVHG�WR�VWUXFWXUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHIOHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ��8VH�RI�WKH�IUDPHwork 
was optional. Nevertheless, participants were encouraged to use it by the subject lecturer, and introduced to the 
framework during an on-campus workshop at the start of the subject which was when the research began. At this 
time, the researcher explained the steps and provided participants with an opportunity to use the framework 
during exercises in reflective writing. 
 
The participants 

The seven participants originated from a variety of educational areas and included teachers, instructional 
designers, an IT specialist and a staff developer. The commonality amongst the group was their interest in 
multimedia design for learning, and enrolment in a Masters of Education programme. Participants¶ area of 
practice was multimedia design about which they wrote during this research. One participant had extensive 
previous experience in using reflective writing as part of her practice whereas the others were more familiar 
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with using reflection during verbal debrief sessions with colleagues or when thinking about their practice. 
Therefore, for the majority of participants, the preparation of written reflective pieces of work about practice 
was a new challenge.  
 
The subject lecturer regarded reflection as an important skill which teacher education students needed to learn 
the professional practice. Therefore, the framework provided a practical solution to support this area of practice. 
There was an expectation that the framework would support participants to develop their skills of reflection 
which would manifest in how they reflected at each of the three steps, and also in what they focused on in their 
writing. For example, , it was of interest whether they wrote about their feelings, learning, decisions, goals, 
SURIHVVLRQDO�VNLOOV��SHUVRQDO�SHUFHSWLRQV�DQG�RWKHUV¶�YLHZV��$OVR��WKH�IUDPHZRUN�ZDV�H[SHFWHG�WR�JXLGH�
participants to produce evidence of not only their reflective learning, but also their professional learning 
associated with practice experiences in the multimedia design subject. For the participants their experiences in 
the subject were not isolated from their professional practice as they were designing learning objects for 
practical use in their work. Therefore, explicit links to their professional work as well as their professional 
capability were expected.  
 
Theoretical framework for analysis 

7R�PHDVXUH�WKH�OHYHOV�DQG�W\SHV�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�ZULWLQJ�D�/HYHOV�RI�5eflection taxonomy was 
GHYHORSHG�DQG�XVHG�IRU�DQDO\VLV��7KLV�WD[RQRP\�LV�EDVHG�RQ�+DWWRQ�DQG�6PLWK¶V��������IRXU�OHYHO�IUDPHZRUN��
and the seven level Framework for Reflective Pedagogical Thinking developed by Sparks-Langer et al. (1990) 
(shown in Table 1). 

Table 1: Comparison of two theoretical frameworks. 
 

Framework for Reflective Pedagogical 
Thinking - Sparks-Langer et al. (1990, p. 
27). 

Criteria for the recognition of evidence for 
different types of reflective writing (Hatton 
& Smith, 1995, p. 48). 

1 No descriptive language. 

 
2 Simple lay person description. 

3 Events labelled with appropriate terms. 

4 Tradition or personal preference as 
rationale.  

5 Principle or theory explained. 

6 Context is considered plus principle or 
theory. 

7 Ethical, moral, political issues are included. 

1. Descriptive writing - not reflective, 
description of events. 

2. Descriptive reflection- reflective description 
of an event and justification for actions.  

3. Dialogic reflection - demonstrates a "stepping 
EDFN��DQG�³PXOOLQJ�RYHU´�of judgements and 
viewpoints. 

4. Critical reflection - demonstrates awareness 
about multiple historical and socio-political 
contexts. 

 
An indepth comparison of the theories underpinning the development of the Reflective Framework is available 
in Hegarty (2011, Appendix 10). As shown in Table 1, differences between the levels of the taxonomy and the 
underpinning theories exist at the first level of writing, where an account of events rather than reflection is 
expected. Conversely, in this research study, practitioners were expected to write reflectively at the first level by 
describing the feelings and emotions stimulated by their experiences, as this engagement is known to influence 
the quality of the reflection (Boud et al., 1985). To a lesser extent, work by McCollum (2002) and Rodgers 
(2002) also informed the taxonomy. By using the taxonomy, five levels of reflection were investigated in each 
RI�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�IRXU�ZULWWHQ�UHIOHFWLRQ�DVVLJQPHQWV�����LQ�WRWDO���7KH�OHYHOV�ZHUH�FDWHJRULVHG�DV��'HVFULSWLYH��



 
 

Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Full Paper 
 

585 

Explanatory, Supported, Contextual, and Critical, and are listed in brief in Table 2.  

 
Table 2: Levels of Reflection taxonomy, a summary. 

 
Categories and Sub-categories (in italics) Description 

1. Descriptive reflection - Noticing, Deciding, 
Stating, Self-Questioning, Goals. 

Writing is superficial with descriptions about 
what has happened and the decisions made but 
not why. 

2. Explanatory reflection ± Personal; 
Professional; Deciding; Self-Questioning; 
Reactions; Learning; Stating; Goals. 

Analysis of the experience from a personal or 
professional perspective about decisions, 
reactions, learning and goals. 

3. Supported reflection ±- Evidence 
Mentioned; Evidence Identified; Learning 
from Evidence; Reactions to Evidence. 

Evidence from the literature is mentioned in 
some way or referenced. 

4. Contextual reflection ± Analysis; Cross-
Linking; New Perspectives. 

Different perspectives are considered and 
compared to own views which may change. 

5. Critical reflection ±- Application of 
Learning. 

Multiple perspectives and consideration of 
wider professional issues, how learning will be 
used. 

 

During the process of analysis, categories were modified where the characteristics of the content necessitated 
WKLV��)RU�H[DPSOH��WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�TXHVWLRQV�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�ZULWLQJ�OHG�WR�D�VXE-category called Self-
Questioning being added to the taxonomy at levels 1 and 2. This process of constant comparative analysis 
enabled an investigation of relationships between categories and the exploration of existing patterns leading to 
an understanding of the case (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). Other coding systems were developed to extend 
interpretative analysis of the data. However, these and the other forms of data which were collected (survey, 
participant interviews and subject lecturer interview, and written feedback) and the detailed findings of the study 
are not described in this paper (detail about this can be found in Hegarty, 2011). The findings presented in this 
paper focus solely on the reflective writing produced by participants as a result of using the Reflective 
Framework. Changes in the levels of reflecWLRQ�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�ZULWLQJ�DV�WKH\�ZURWH�ZHUH�DQWLFLSDWHG�DV�WKH\�
ZURWH�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�HDFK�VWHS�RI�WKH�5HIOHFWLYH�)UDPHZRUN��7R�DVFHUWDLQ�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�
writing, the levels and type of reflection were investigated, and evidence sought of how the framework 
encouraged professional learning and reflective practice was sought. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The findings are reported using pseudonyms for the seven participants. Four out of five levels of reflection - 
Descriptive, Explanatory, Supported, and Critical ± were found in the written reflections (see Figure 2). 
Contextual reflection, defined in this research as the fourth level of reflection, was not found. Descriptive and 
Explanatory levels of reflection were found most frequently, and the proportions, measured as percentage 
frequencies, varied between participants. All participants demonstrated the lower, three levels of reflection ± 
Descriptive, Explanatory, and Supported.  
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Figure 2: The distribution of five levels of reflection in written reflections (n=7). 

This result was anticipated from the research on which the analysis of the levels of reflection was based (i.e., 
Hatton & Smith, 1995; McCollum, 2002; Rodgers, 2002; Sparks-Langer et al., 1990). Higher levels of reflection 
were either absent, in the case of Contextual reflection, or found at a low frequency, for example, Critical 
reflection.  

Several different types of reflection were apparent at each level, each varying in frequency. For example, 
Noticing and Stating types of reflection were predominant at the Descriptive level of reflection (See Figure 3). 
Noticing ZDV�DVVLJQHG�WR�ZULWLQJ�ZKHUH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�³GHVFULEHG�WKHLU�IHHOLQJV�DQG�WKRXJKWV�DERXW�WKHLU�
H[SHULHQFHV��SURYLGLQJ�WKH\�GLG�QRW�DQDO\VH�WKHLU�H[SHULHQFHV´��+HJDUW\��������S��������Stating, in contrast, 

was found when they described what occurred without providing rationale or emotional responses or references 
to a particular aspect of practice, for example their decisions and learning. Although, most participants 
commonly demonstrated Stating, not all participants demonstrated Self-Questioning which was generally found 
at a lower frequency than other types of reflection. Three participants (Marie, Teresa and Ruth) consistently 
used this technique in their writing, not only at the Descriptive level of reflection but also at the Explanatory 
level, and responded to their self-generated questions in their reflections.  

The use of self-questioning is claimed to enable deeper reflection because practitioners who use this technique 
tend to demonstrate analysis of their experiences, and this may extend to critical reflection (Samuels & Betts, 
2007). The participants who generated questions in their reflections during this study did not demonstrate 
critical reflection, but this may be due to the need to use questions which Fisher (2003) claims specifically 
prompt critical self-questioning about practice. She demonstrated improvement in the capacity of social sciences 
students to critically reflect by doing this. Self-questioning is also claimed to be a necessary skill for enhancing 
WKH�SUDFWLWLRQHU¶V�DELOLW\�WR�OHDUQ�IURP�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�HQDEOLQJ�WKHP�WR�DFW�OHDGLQJ�WR�FKDQJHV�LQ�SUDFWLFH��%RXG�
& Walker, 1990). They regard self-TXHVWLRQLQJ�DV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�SDUW�RI�D�SUDFWLWLRQHU¶V�VNLOO�VHW��7KH�XVH�RI�
questions by participants in their writing was anticipated, and possibly resulted from the guiding questions 
contained within the structure of the Reflective Framework. 

For individuals, the frequency of each level of reflection was variable, and no consistent pattern was apparent 
across participants. Even though overall, participants wrote primarily at the Descriptive level of reflection 
(Figure 2), at an individual level, participants wrote, either equally at the Descriptive and Explanatory levels, or 
more so at another of the levels. For example, Yonten wrote more frequently at the Explanatory level than at the 
Descriptive level, but also demonstrated Supported and Critical levels of reflection (Figure 2). In contrast, 
Teresa exhibited mostly Descriptive reflection.  The type of reflection exhibited by participants in their written 
reflections was varied as shown in Figure 3. For example, Stating and Noticing types of reflection, at the 
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Descriptive level, were most common. A further type of reflection, Deciding, was also found at a high frequency 
at the Descriptive level of reflection. This type of reflection was also common at the Explanatory level alongside 
Stating.  
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Figure 3: Frequency of Descriptive types of reflection for all participants (n=7). 

Goals��DOWKRXJK�IRXQG�OHVV�IUHTXHQWO\�WKDQ�RWKHU�W\SHV�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ��ZHUH�HYLGHQW�LQ�DOO�EXW�RQH�SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�
writing. Setting goals was an indication that participants were monitoring their learning, and was cognisant with 
the use of metacognition, claimed to be associated with deeper levels of reflection (Fisher, 2003). Evidence 
Identified��DW�WKH�6XSSRUWHG�OHYHO�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ��ZDV�DOVR�FRPPRQO\�IRXQG�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�ZULWWHQ�UHIOHFWLRQV��
This was an indication that they were citing others¶�ZRUN�DQG�ZULWLQJ�DERXW�LW�LQ�WKHLU�UHIOHFWLRQV��DOWKRXJK�WKH\�
were not critiquing and analysing multiple perspectives to the extent required for demonstrating Contextual and 
Critical levels of reflection. Illustrations of these aspects of the research can be seen in Hegarty (2011). 

Levels of reflection at each step 

 

The Reflective Framework appeared to encourage Descriptive reflection at Step 1 where it was found at a 
greater frequency that at the other two steps (see Figure 4). No other level of reflection was particularly evident 
at any of the three steps. Unexpectedly, Descriptive reflection, in comparison to Explanatory reflection, was also 
more frequent at Step 2. Links between the headings and prompts in the Reflective Framework and what 
participants wrote were apparent. For example, Deciding was found more frequently at Step 1 and at Step 2, 
compared to Step 3 where it was not prompted. Also, references to Learning were found most frequently at Step 
3, and also at Step 2 where it was guided by the framework. Unusually, it was also found at Step 1 where it was 
not prompted. Critical reflection was found at a slightly higher frequency at Step 2 but was low at Step 3, even 
though participants were expected to critique their learning and actions with a view to acting on them at this 
step.  
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Figure 4: Levels of reflection at each step in the Reflective Framework (n=7). 

 

Although, all participants used the framework to some degree in their written reflections, only two (Yonten and 
Nicholas) used it consistently for all four reflections. Evidence for this was provided by their use of the 
framework headings for each step. Although, use of the Reflective Framework varied, all participants found it 
helpful for guiding reflective writing, and the majority had plans to use the framework in the future to support 
reflective practice. Therefore, participants demonstrated levels of reflection beyond superficial description, and 
the framework was a useful tool for scaffolding reflective writing for professional learning and reflective 
practice. 

 

When the content of the written reflections was analysed for evidence of professional learning and reflective 
practice, four themes became apparent: professional capability, professional learning, professional practice, and 
professional context. Five participants also demonstrated a connection between their reflections and learning in 
the multimedia design subject and their actions in practice which was indicative of professional learning and 
reflective practice. This evidence supported the types of reflection associated with learning and professional 
practice gleaned from analysis using the Levels of Reflection taxonomy. 

 

Quality of reflection 

7KH�TXDOLW\�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�ZULWLQJ�ZDV�QRW�RQO\�LQGLFDWHG�E\�WKH�OHYHO�DQG�W\SH�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ but 
also the propensity of participants to use reflection for professional learning and reflective practice, and to 
JHQHUDWH�TXHVWLRQV�GXULQJ�WKH�UHIOHFWLYH�SURFHVV��,W�ZDV�DOVR�DSSDUHQW�WKDW�SDUWLFLSDQWV�FRQVLGHUHG�RWKHUV¶�
perspectives in their writing as demonstrated by the degree of Supported reflection found. They also exhibited 
the expression of emotion and included their feelings when writing about experiences. This disposition is 
regarded as necessary if practitioners are to fully engage with their experiences (Boud et al., 1985) 

However, participants did not critique multiple perspectives and compare them with their viewpoints and 
assumptions, a quality associated with both Contextual and Critical reflection in this study, and critical 
UHIOHFWLRQ�LQ�RWKHUV¶�UHVHDUFK��H�J���)LVKHU� 2003; Hatton & Smith; Ward & McCotter, 2004). For some 
researchers, reflective practice must include critical reflection as this is regarded necessary for transforming 
practice (Fook & Gardner, 2007; Minott, 2008). Even so, the capacity to monitor learning through setting goals 
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and reflecting on what was learned (metacognition) was demonstrated by participants in the study and is 
claimed to be a necessary attribute for supporting reflective practice (Livingston, 1997; McAlpine & Weston, 
2000, Parsons & Stephenson, 2005). It appears that participants were engaging in reflective practice, along with 
self-questioning which has been found to encourage reflection on practice (e.g., Borrell-Carrió & Epstein, 2004; 
Lemon, 2007; Samuels & Betts, 2007). Evidence of metacognition and the ability to express emotions was also 
apparent. Such dispositions appear to be linked to effective reflection associated with reflective practice. 
Engagement in reflective writing using the Reflective Framework may have been influential in changing 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�DWWLWXGHV�WR�UHIOHFWLRQ�DV�ZHOO�DV�GHYHORSLQJ�WKHLU�FDSDFLW\�IRU�UHIOHFWLYH�SUDFWLFH��+RZHYHU��DQ\�
FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�SUHYLRXV�H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�UHIOHFWLRQ�DQG�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHIOHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�
was not apparent. However, a shift in attitudes about reflection was evident. 

 

2Q�HQWU\�WR�WKH�UHVHDUFK��SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�SUHYLRXV�H[SHULHQFHV�ZLWK�UHIOHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�IRU�SURIHVVLRQDO�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�
practice differed as did their views about reflection.  The majority found writing the first reflection assignment 
FKDOOHQJLQJ��DQG�EHOLHYHG�WKLV�DURVH�IURP�D�³ODFN�RI�IDPLOLDULW\�ZLWK�UHIOHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�DQG�XVH�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�DV�D�
OHDUQLQJ�PHWKRG´��+HJDUW\��������S����������)RU�0DULH��ZULWLQJ�KHU�WKRXJKWV�ZDV�WKUHDWHQLQJ��\HW�VKH�UHVSonded 
positively to the guidelines provided by the framework in scaffolding her writing, and found the process easier 
with practice. For example:  

 

+DYLQJ�WR�ZULWLQJ�VRPHWKLQJ�GRZQ�GLDU\�VW\OH�ZDV�UHDOO\�FRQIURQWLQJ�DQG�,�FHUWDLQO\�GLGQ¶W�WKLQN�,�
could do it and the gXLGHOLQHV�«�ZHUH�KHOSIXO�DQG�«�the reflections became more of a scaffolding 
... for me (Marie, interview).  

 

Yonten also found the Reflective framework helpful even though he initially found writing the reflections 
intimidating. Eventually, he shared the framework with colleagues in another subject because their unfamiliarity 
with reflection meant they were struggling to prepare written reflections. A contrasting view was expressed by 
Ruth who claimed that using the prompts in the framework took more time than her own previously established 
methods as she felt obliged to respond to each of the questions. Although, Ruth had previous experience in 
reflective writing most of her writing was at a descriptive level of reflection. Although, the majority of 
participants changed their opinions as a result of using the framework, and were able to see the value of 
UHIOHFWLRQ�IRU�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�SUDFWLFH��7HUHVD¶V�VWDQFH�GLG�QRW�DOWHU��)RU�H[DPSOH�� 

 

,�IRXQG�LW�«�SHUVRQDOO\�D�ELW�RI�DQ�DZNZDUG�ZD\�WR�UHIOHFW�«� I had to remember what I reflected 
on and put it in writing all the time, and I found it a more difficult way to reflect in a way, because 
I had to present things in such detail that [WKH�OHFWXUHU@�ZRXOG�XQGHUVWDQG´�(Teresa, interview). 

 

It is worth notinJ�WKDW�7HUHVD�KDG�RULJLQDOO\�RQO\�XVHG�UHIOHFWLRQ�DV�D�ZD\�WR�µWKLQN�LQ�KHU�KHDG¶�DQG�WKLV�ZDV�WKH�
first time she had needed to reflect in writing. Five of the participants intended to continue to use the framework 
as a professional tool to support their reflective practice, and two of them intended to develop professional 
portfolios in the form of blogs. Following this research, the Three-Step Framework has been modified for use in 
guiding teaching staff to prepare blogs for reflective practice. As a result of the research, more emphasis has 
been placed on prompting the process of considering multiple perspectives and reflecting critically about 
incidents in practice. The impact of assessing the written reflections was not examined in this research. 
However, it is an important area as assessment is considered to be an inhibiting factor in the reflective process, 
particularly when used for reflective practice (Boud & Walker, 1998; Moon, 2004; Pedro, 2005; Stevens & 
Cooper, 2009).  
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Conclusion 

Writing for reflective practice was scaffolded through the use of a Three-Step Reflective Framework developed 
for the study. The quality of reflective writing in this research was found to be linked to the levels and types of 
UHIOHFWLRQ��7KUHH�OHYHOV�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�ZHUH�FRPPRQO\�GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�UHIOHFWLYH�ZULWLQJ�
(Descriptive, Explanatory and Supported), yet critical reflection was rare. Participants commonly demonstrated 
a type of reflection defined as Noticing which indicated they were mindful of their experiences and able to write 
about their feelings, thoughts and knowledge, demonstrating they were engaging reflectively with their practice. 

They also wrote frequently about their decisions and professional skills. The use of reflection for professional 
learning and self-questioning and references to learning and goals and other viewpoints were further indicators 
that participants were making use of a reflective process to make meaning of their practice experiences. 
Therefore, participants were able to develop skills for reflective practice through using the Three-Step 
Reflective framework. Also, particular dispositions emerged which were associated with engagement in 
reflective practice. The Reflective Framework was found useful in scaffolding reflective writing for an 
electronic design portfolio, and continues to be used in other capacities for supporting learning and reflective 
practice. 
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