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CHAPTER TwoO

Why Reflect?

‘ N } hy should teachers bother to reflect on their work? Many

teachers are already overburdened with so many demands
on their time outside of the classroom that they really have no room
to entertain the idea of reflecting on their teaching. In many countries
today there seem to be growing demands on teachers (e.g., the various
recent mandates imposed at local and state levels in the United States)
to standardize education programs so that students will be able to
pass standardized tests. Often, these educational reforms have been
authorized (some would say imposed) without input from the teachers
who must implement them. Consequently, some teachers have expe-
rienced feelings of alienation and isolation because they have been
asked to implement changes they have had no part in shaping. Teachers
may see themselves as mere technicians executing programs that
have been prepackaged and prescribed by others (Nieto, Gordon, &
Yearwood, 2002). It is understandable that many teachers feel a sense
of helplessness about their situations and roles in an education system
perceived to be impersonal.

Though the future of the educational system may seem dire,
teachers really can influence their practices much more that they
think. As “transformative intellectuals™ (Nieto et al., 2002, p. 345)
who attempt to reflect on and influence their work, teachers can
proactively start to take control of their working lives. As such, they
become more empowered decision makers, engaging in systematic
reflections of their work by thinking, writing, and talking about their
teaching; observing the acts of their own and others’ teaching; and
by gauging the impact of their teaching on their students’ learning.
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In these ways, teachers can begin to locate themselves within their
profession and start to take more responsibility for shaping their
practice. This I call reflective teaching (note that 1 use the terms

reflection, reflective practice, reflective inquiry, and reflective teach-
ing interchangeably).

REFLECTIVE TEACHING

Take a few moments to answer the questions posed in Reflection
Break 3 before reading on.
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Are you a reflective teacher? Reflective teaching requires
that teachers examine their values and beliefs about teaching and
learning so that they can take more responsibility for their actions
in the classroom (Korthagen, 1993). This practice frees teachers
from impulsive and routine activity and enables them to act in a more
deliberate and intentional manner (Dewey, 1933/1958). Experience
itself is actually not the “greatest teacher,” for we do not learn as
much from experience as we learn from reflecting on that experience.

There is no question that when teachers combine experience
with reflection, professional growth is certain (Dewey, 1933/1958),
resulting in more effective teaching. Continuing in the spirit of
Dewey, Valli (1997) has observed that reflective teachers “can look
back on events, make judgments about them, and alter their teaching
behaviors in light of craft, research, and ethical knowledge” (p. 70).
Teachers who do not bother to reflect on their work can become
slaves to routine and powerless to influence their future careers.

It is much easier for teachers to complain about how bad educa-
tional systems are (and many teachers believe that this kind of vent-
ing is an act of reflective practice—it is not) than to reflect on their
own behaviors, both inside and outside of the classroom. Reflective
teachers make a point of becoming aware of the factors that affect
their practice so they can improve their teaching and, thereby,
positively influence the educational systems in which they work.
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Why Is Reflective Teaching Worth Doing?

Some teachers may wonder why they should invest time
and effort into reflective practice, time they do not have to spare.
Even worse, they may view reflective practice as another “job” they
have to complete. If teachers do not take time to reflect on their
work, they may become prone to burnout. Classrooms are busy
places (Jackson, 1968) with many things happening at each moment
of each class. Jackson reminds us that an elementary teacher
“engages in as many as 1,000 interpersonal interchanges each day”
(p. 11). If a lesson is a dynamic event during which many things
occur simultaneously, how can teachers hope to be aware of, and be
able to control, everything that happens in their classrooms? A
teacher’s inability to recognize and attend to all classroom issues
can, as Good and Brophy (1991) suggest, result in “self-defeating
behavior” (p. 1).

Along with the dynamics of each lesson and the demands on
time to prepare for classes, institutional constraints further limit
teachers” hours in the day to reflect on their work because there
is continued pressure to get through the curriculum. This all con-
tributes to a stressful existence for teachers. It is no wonder that
some teachers feel isolated and frustrated and entertain thoughts of
leaving the profession. They are primed and ready for burnout.
Motivated teachers, however, strive to create opportunities to reflect
on their work. It all depends on how much time teachers are willing
to invest in their own professional development.

If teachers can become more aware of what happens in their
classrooms and can monitor accurately both their own behavior
and that of their students, they can function more effectively.
This can be achieved by engaging in personal reflection as well
as reflective conversation with others. As Jay and Johnson (2002)
have noted,

Reflection is a process, both individual and collaborative,
involving experience and uncertainty. It is comprised of identi-
fying questions and key elements of a matter that has emerged
as significant, then taking one’s thoughts into dialogue with
oneself and with others. (p. 75)
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THe CLASSROOM, STUDENTS,
TEACHERS, AND COMMUNITY

Teaching for any period of time raises a number of questions about
the teaching activity itself, the location (classroom) and context in
which the activity occurs, and the people involved in the activity.
The primary players in education are the teacher and the students,
with the parents and school administration performing secondary
roles. It is the teachers who have chosen their role as a career, and
they may or may not have made a conscious decision to pursue this
career. Nevertheless, whether novices or veterans, there comes a
time in their lives when they wake up and ask themselves why they
are doing what they do (at least, I did!). Teachers may have wanted
to ask themselves these questions for some time but either did not
have the time to devote to honestly thinking about their lives or
feared how they might answer,

Reflection Break 5, “Eleven Questions About You as a Teacher,”
is a good starting point for teachers who want to begin reflecting on
their work. The questions challenge teachers to look within and
interrogate their initial decision to choose teaching as a career.
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The questions posed in Reflection Break S are easy to ask, but
they’re certainly not easy to answer, especially at this stage of your
reflections. Nevertheless, it is important to at least ask yourself each
question as an important first step to discover who you are as a
teacher. It may be a good idea for you to write down your responses
to these questions now as this exercise can help activate your prior
knowledge (schema) about teaching. Even if your answer to many
of the questions is, “I don’t know,” write it down. It’s always bene-
ficial to know where you stand before you embark on a reflective
journey. You may want to revisit your answers to these questions a
few months after reading this book. When you do, see if you would
change any of your answers.

How Do I Become a Reflective Practitioner?

There are many suggestions in the literature covering the methods
teachers can adopt to become reflective teachers. In this book, the
basic framework involves engagement in a cycle of reflective prac-
tice (Smyth, 1987) by asking and answering fundamental questions
such as

What do I do as a teacher? (a description of my practice)
What does this mean to me? (a look at the theories behind my
practice)

* How did I come to be this way? (a look at the influences on
my practice)

* How might I do this differently? (a look at my future actions)

Again, these questions are easy to ask but difficult to answer. To
answer them, teachers must seek knowledge about their practice that
requires in-depth and structured reflections. Effective reflective
practitioners go a step beyond simply acknowledging successes and
failures in the classroom by striving to figure out why some topics or
approaches worked and others did not. Teachers dedicated to under-
standing their practice and growing professionally should

* Reflect on their theories, values, and beliefs about teaching

® Define what learning means to them

e Examine how their students learn and what enhances this
learning or inhibits it
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* Examine their teaching and their classrooms by monitoring
themselves while teaching and interacting with students,
colleagues, supervisors, administrators, and parents

* Engage in conversations with other teachers (and supervisors
and administrators) about theories, methods, and approaches
to teaching and other influences on their practice

* Read what others have said about various aspects of teaching

¢ Examine the institution in which they teach as well as the
educational policies that the institution advocates and upholds

* Examine the community in which they teach

Reflective practitioners celebrate their professional ups and
downs, for both propel them toward professional growth. Reflection,
as it is outlined and discussed in this book is, as Goodman (1991)
says, “much more than taking a few minutes to think about how to
keep pupils quiet and on task™ (p. 60). Reflection, Goodman has
implied, is a dynamic “way of being in the classroom” (p. 60). In
other words, engaging in reflective practice is a lifelong endeavor
and not a one-off workshop. For teachers to be considered reflective
practitioners, they must possess certain qualities that are absent in
teachers who follow routine.

Dewey (1933/1958) has suggested that teachers who want to be
reflective practitioners must possess three characteristics (or attitudes).
They must be

¢ Open-minded
¢ Responsible
* Wholehearted

To be open-minded is to be willing to listen to more than one
side of an issue and to give attention to alternative views. To be
responsible is to carefully consider the consequences our actions,
especially as they impact our students personally, intellectually, and
socially. To be wholehearted is to be so committed to an idea or
project that we can overcome fears and uncertainties in an effort to
make meaningful personal and professional change.
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As you read and interact with this book, I suggest that you
continuously revisit Dewey’s three reflective dispositions and assess
which characteristics you possess during each reflective activity.
I'hope you can remain open-minded as you read each Reflection
Break, take responsibility for your own professional development,
and even encourage your colleagues to embark on their own reflec-
tive journeys. I also hope that you wholeheartedly begin to take
responsibility for your professional development by looking within
before you look outside of yourself.

When you finish this section and the chapters of this book, you
may also want to reevaluate the degree to which you possess each of
these attributes. As you continue to reflect on your work, I predict
you will become wholeheartedly more open-minded because you
have taken the responsibility to improve your teaching.




