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Why Reflect?

It is the language of reflection
that deepens our knowledge of
who we are in relation to others
in a community of learners.

%
What are the pedagogical and
physiolog ical foundations of refl ection
for learning? Why is reflection important
for learning? V/hat does the literature
say about how reflection supports
learning?

Learning/Process Portfolios involve the
focus on Plato's directive, "know
thyself'which can lead to a lifetime of
investigation. Self-knowledge becomes
an outcome of learning. John
Zubizaretta (2004,2009), in his
insightful books on Learning Portfolios
in higher education, describes the
primary motive of a learning portfolio:
"to improve student learning by
providing a structure for students to
reflect systematically over time on the
learning process and to develop the
aptitudes, skills and habits that come
from critical reflection." (2004, p.15)
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The major theoretical roots of reflection can be found in John Dewey, JUrgen Habermas,
David Kolb, and Donald Schdn. John Dewey has stated, "We do not learn from experience...
we learn from reflecting on experience." The Learning Cycle, developed by David Kolb,
based Dewey, Piaget, and Lewin, is based on the belief that deep learning (learning for real
comprehension) comes from a sequence of experience, reflection, abstraction, and active
testing. James Zull's (2002) fascinating book on the biology of learning, points out evidence
that the learning cycle arises naturally from the structure of the brain (p.19).
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Zull's overlay of
Kolb's
Experiential
Learning Model
over the
structure of the
brain (p.18,
shown above),
and Jennifer
Moon's further
elaboration
(shown on the
right), provide
further support
for the
importance of
reflection in
supporting deep
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learning. Zull points out, "Even if we experience something that has happened to us before, it
is hard to make meaning of it unless it engages our emotions." (p.166) He also points out that
reflection is a search for connections (p. 167) and suggests that we have to seriously
consider the role of emotion if we want to foster deep learning (p. 169).

Even if we were able to decrease our emphasis on speed and information and increase the
possibilities for reflection, we still would have to give our students the kind of experience that
would produce dreams-- experiences that engage their emotions. (p.168)

Roger Schank (1991) points out the importance of stories in learning, that recalling and
creating stories are pad of learning. ln fact, stories engage all parts of the brain; Zull points
out that learning is deepest when it engages the most parts of the brain. Jennifer Moon, the
most recent researcher on reflective practice, provides the following definition:

Reflection is a form of mental processing - like a form of thinking - that we use to fulfill
a purpose or to achieve some anticipated outcome. lt is applied to relatively
complicated or unstructured ideas for which there is not an obvious solution and is
largely based on the further processing of knowledge and understanding and possibly
emotions that we already possess (based on Moon 1999)

Moon points out that one of the defining characteristics of surface learning is that it does not
involve reflection (p.123). She points out the conditions for reflection: time and space, a good
facilitator, a supportive curricular or institutional environment, and an emotionally supportive
environment. Moon further points out the qualities of tasks that encourage reflection:

A*li'**
lesting

https:  /  /s i tes.google.com/ s i te/  ref lect ion4learning /why-ref lect Page 2 of 4



Why Reflect? - Reflection for Learning LI19l12 10:14 AM

. lll-structured, 'messy' or real-life situations
o Asking the 'right' kinds of questions - there are no clear-cut answers
r Setting challenges can promote reflection :
r Taskslhat challenge learners to integrate new learning into previous learning
r Tasks that demand the ordering of thoughts
r Tasks that require evaluation

Storytelling as Reflection

Portfolios provide a powerful environment in which students can collect and organize the
artifacts tfrat result from engaging in these challenging, real-life tasks, and write the
reflections through which students draw meaning. Part of the reflective process is to have
students tell stories about their experiences which brain research shows can help students
embed these experiences into their long term memory.

Donald Schon (1988) discussed storytelling as a mode of reflection:
"...for storytelling is the mode of description best suited to transformation in new
situations of action.... Stories are products of reflection, but we do not usually hold
onto them long enough to make them objects of reflection in their own right.... When
we get into the habit of recording our stories, we can look at them again, attending to
the meanings we have build into them and attending, as well, to our strategies of
narrative descriPtion."

For those who consider the term "storytelling" to be too informal, Mattingly (1991)
recommends using the term "narrative inquiry." He points out Aristotle's use of narrative as
the natural framework for representing the world of action. Mattingly also elaborates on the
"everyday sense-making role of storytelling," that stories reveal the way ideas look in action.
ruarritive provides explJnation. Our motivation for telling stories is to wrest meaning from
experiences.

Clandinin & Connelly in Sch6n (1991) callstories "unpretentious narrative." Stories are a
fundamental method of personal growth through reflection, which is preparation for the future,
and deliberation, of past considerations. Reflection does not always have to be in written
form. For some students, reflections can be oral, shared with peers or teachers. However, as
Sch6n notes, we need to capture those stories in our portfolios to make them objects of
reflection. Wth the addition of multimedia technologies, these stories can be captured, in
either audio or video formats.

Janice McDrury and Maxine Alterio (2002), two educators from New Zealand have written a
book called Learning through Storytelling in which they outline their theory of storytelling as
an effective learning tool. They have linked the art of storytelling with reflective learning
processes supported by the literature on both reflection and learning as well as making
meaning through storytelling.
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