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ABSTRACT
The practice of writing a reflective journal by the students is intended to instil in them
scientific temper and to develop their skills for independent enquiry and critical thinking.
Writing a reflective journal has been made mandatory in the foundation program
implemented by the Ministry of Health Oman.

In order to derive the full benefits of

reflective learning by students, it is imperative that the teachers should transform themselves
into reflective practitioners in the classroom. This paper critically examines the application
and practice of reflective learning in the context of the foundation programme and the role of
the teacher as a reflective practitioner. Finally, the effectiveness of reflective learning in the
foundation programme is analyzed and evaluated by conducting interviews, surveys and by
observing learners in ELT classrooms.
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Introduction
The practice of writing a reflective journal by the students is intended to instil in them
scientific temper and to develop their skills for independent enquiry and critical thinking. At
the end of each unit taught in the class, the students are required to reflect on a few critical
questions and write down the reflections in their journals. The questions are: What did I learn
in this unit? Did I have any difficulty? How Can I improve? When learners try to find
answers for these questions, they transform themselves into critical thinkers and consequently
begin to figure out their problems in learning. Initiating this process effectively in a class
compels the learners to look for and find solutions to their specific learning problems. The
process of reflective learning is a cycle which becomes complete only when the teacher
becomes a reflective practitioner who can provide answers to the following questions. Have
the learners understood what I taught? What are their difficulties? Do I need to change?
When a teacher can provide positive answers to these questions, he/she becomes a reflective
practitioner who can bring about effective changes in the teaching learning situation.
Reflective practice is defined as the capacity to reflect on one’s actions so as to engage in a
process of continuous learning (Schon, 1983). According to (Boud, 2010) it is paying critical
attention to one’s professional activities and examining them reflectively and reflexively to
gain developmental insight and modify them for getting better results. It is an important tool
in practice-based learning environment where individuals can learn from their own
professional experiences by bringing together theory and practice. In this process, a
practitioner should take a conscious look at the emotions, experiences, actions, and responses
in order to draw out new knowledge, meaning and insight to have a higher level of
understanding about the quality and relevance of his/her actions. Several models of reflective
practice exist today.

Development of Reflective Practice
The term reflective practice became popular with the publication of the book The Reflective
Practitioner by Donald Schon in 1983. However, the concept underlying reflective practice
was first introduced by John Dewey in his book How We Think in 1933. He explored human
thought process in terms of experience, interaction and reflection. Another most commonly
cited author on reﬂective practice is David A. Kolb (1984). His book Experiential Learning
Theory had seminal influence in the development and application of reflective or experiential
learning.
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Dewey’s works inspired Donald Schon to explore the boundaries of reflective practice.
Integration of theory and practice based on the cyclic pattern of experience and the conscious
application of that learning experience is central to the development of reflective theory
developed by Schon. According to Schon (1983) the capacity to reflect on action so as to
engage in a process of continuous learning is vital to reflective practice. In order to meet the
challenges and improvise professional practice, he introduced concepts such as reflection on
action and reflection inaction. He believed that reflection is an important human activity in
which people recapture their experience, think about it and evaluate it. Such conscious
reflective activity by a professional ultimately leads to better performance or output.

Similarly, David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (1984) was instrumental in the
development of a learner-centred pedagogy which questioned the relevance and validity of
formal, intentional teaching learning situation in the traditional classroom environment.
Kolb’s reflective model highlights the concept of experiential learning centred on the
transformation of information into knowledge. It is based on the reflection of experiences in
order to gain general understanding of the concepts encountered during the experience and to
test these general understandings on a new situation. In this way the knowledge that is gained
from a situation is continuously applied and reapplied building on a practitioner’s prior
experiences and knowledge. Kolb regarded experience as the solid foundation for any
genuine learning activity.
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Apart from the two prominent models of Schon (1983) and Kolb (1984), the other models of
reflective practice that attracted attention are the following:
1. Graham Gibbs (1988). He discussed the use of structured debriefing to facilitate
the

reflection

involved

in

Kolb's

"experiential

learning

cycle".

2. John (1995). His model of reflection provides a practitioner with a guide to gain
greater understanding. It is designed to be carried out through the act of sharing with a
colleague or mentor, which enables the experience to become learnt knowledge at a
faster rate than reflection alone. Five patterns of knowing are incorporated into the
guided reflection, having a practitioner analyse the aesthetic, personal, ethical,
empirical and the reflexive elements experienced through the situation. Johns’ model
is comprehensive and allows for reflection that touches on many important elements.
3. Brookfield (1998). According to him critically reflective practitioners constantly
research their assumptions by seeing practice through four complementary lenses: the
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lens of their autobiography, the lens of learners’ eyes, the lens of colleagues'
perception and the lens of theoretical, philosophical and research literature.
4. Rolfe (2001).

It is a simplistic cycle composed of 3 questions which asks the

practitioner, What, So What and Now What. Through this analysis a description of the
situation is given which then leads into the scrutiny of the situation and the
construction of knowledge that has been learnt through the experience. Subsequently,
the consequence of one’s response to the experience is reflected on in order to
improve oneself.

5. Ganshirt (2007).

He proposes the concept of a Design Cycle to describe the

repetitive structure of the reflective process. According to him it is a circular time
structure which may start with the thinking of an idea that is expressed by the use of
visual or verbal means of communication (design tools). The cycle continues through
the sharing and perceiving of the expressed idea which progresses into a new cycle
with the critical rethinking of the perceived idea. It is pointed out that this concept
emphasizes the importance of the means of expression, which at the same time are
means of perception of any design ideas. These means or design tools enable and
structure the visual and verbal design thinking. According to Wortmann, Ganshirt’s
design cycle and Schon’s reflection-in-action are descriptive models that integrate
designing as a spontaneous act and an explicit process.
The two prominent models of reflective practices commonly applied in teaching learning
context are those of Schon (1983) and Kolb (1984). Reflective Practice has been described as
an unstructured approach directing, understanding and learning. It is a self regulated process,
commonly used in health and teaching professions. It enhances the abilities to communicate
and make informed or balanced decisions. The practice has historically been applied most in
the educational and medical field. Atherton (2013) claims that when reflection in action and
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reflection on action described by Donald Schon are utilized in practice and when practitioners
are able to identify these actions they become better at reflective practice.
Many scholars greatly recommend Kolb’s reflective learning model because it embodies
clear concepts about our learning behaviour and effective methods of helping others to learn.
According to Dennison (2012) David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) has been a
leading inﬂuence in the development of learner-centred pedagogy in management and
business. In his opinion, Kolb’s theory is ideally suited for a student-centred pedagogy
because it is grounded in reality and liberates the learner from the artiﬁciality of the
classroom. Furthermore, it advocated learning from ‘experience’ and learning by doing. Most
of the critics agree that Kolb's model is particularly well-designed, because it offers a direct
method to understand students’ diverse learning styles. Kolb has indicated that ideally the
learning process represents a cycle where the learner 'touches all the bases', i.e. a cycle of
experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting. Kolb’s theory of reflective learning can be
explained effectively with help of a simple diagram.
Concrete Experience - CE (feeling) versus Abstract Conceptualization - AC (thinking)
Active Experimentation - AE (doing) versusReflective Observation - RO (watching)
[North]
Concrete Experience - CE (feeling)

[West]Active Experimentation
(watching)[East]

-

AE

(doing)

Reflective

Observation

-

RO

[South]
Abstract Conceptualization - AB (how we think about it)
The east-west axis is composed of reflective observation and active experimentation. It is
called the Processing Continuum or how we approach a task. The north-south axis known as
Perception

Continuum

is

represented

by

Concrete

Experience

and

Abstract

Conceptualization. These learning styles are the combination of two lines of axis
(continuums). One line of the axis recognizes a 'grasping experience' (doing or watching),
and the other part of the axis recognises a 'transforming experience' (feeling or thinking).The
outcome of combining the two opposites on the continuum means that we have a preferred or
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dominant learning style. We either study some ones else's approach and learn from it by
watching what happens or, by actively doing in order to test our learning. Therefore, our
learning style is a product of two choice decisions based on our grasping experience of
preferring to either watch or do, and our emotional response to the experience of preferring to
think or feel. In short, the Experiential or reflective Learning process advocated by Kolb is
useful to learners who want to use direct learning experiences in order to develop knowledge
and apply theory in an active and reflective way. Moreover, his theory embodies useful
concepts towards an understanding of our learning behaviour and towards helping others to
learn.

Application of Reflective Learning in ELT classrooms
Reflective practice is highly applicable in the teaching learning situation because there isn’t
any perfect model or best approach. The best method is to reshape our future practice based
on our past and current teaching experience. In this context, the concept of reflection-inaction and reflection on action developed by Schon is highly is useful for teachers especially
in ELT classrooms to improve their teaching practices. The reflective learning process begins
in an ELT class when students reflect on three simple questions such as: What did I learn in
this unit? Did I have any difficulty? How Can I improve? Through these critical questions,
the learners begin to initiate the cycle of reflective learning process which can have a
meaningful culmination only when the teachers ask themselves three similar counter
questions such as the following. Have the learners understood what I taught? What are their
difficulties? Do I need to change? According to Larrivee (2000) reflective practice moves
teachers from their knowledge base of distinct skills to a stage in their careers where they are
able to modify their skills to suit specific contexts and to invent new strategies. The teacher
becomes an effective reflective practitioner when he/she finds honest answers for the
following questions:
How many of my students have understood the topic?
If only less than eighty percent, what is wrong?
Is it with me and with my methodology?
Is it with the students and their attitudes?
Is it with the surroundings or external factors?
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It is imperative that students should develop reflective learning strategies in order to become
better learners. Keeping a reflective journal is the first step of becoming a reflective learner.
It will help them to recapture their learning experience, think about it and evaluate it (Boud,
2001).The practice of keeping a reflective journal can be done in a variety of ways. There are
mainly three different forms of journal writing practice commonly used in reflective learning
1. Double-entry Journal
2. Stream of Consciousness writing
3. Mind Maps (see Appendix1)
In order to simplify the procedure of keeping a reflective journal, the students of the
Foundation Programme at the Ministry of Health are required to do only subjective
reflections on three simple questions based on the learning activity in the class.

What did I learn in this unit?
Did I have any difficulty?
How Can I improve?

The procedure of writing the journal in the class is closely related double-entry journaling
style. It is usually done at the end of each class session. Ten to fifteen minutes are allotted for
the purpose. At first, the students’ responses to the above questions were not clearly defined
and focussed as intended. However, the intervention of the teacher through feedback and
follow-up mechanism gradually changed the perception of the learners. When students were
given specific instructions on how to initiate the thinking process in an analytical manner in
relation to their learning activity, they became more aware of the learning process and began
to get actively involved in journal writing activity. In order to assess the effectiveness of
journal writing activity43 students of the foundation programme at North Batinah Nursing
Institute were interviewed specifically through the instrument of 5 open-ended questions.
1. When do you usually do reflective journal writing?
2. Do you think writing a reflective journal is useful?
3. What are the benefits of writing a reflective journal?
4. What are difficulties in completing the task?
5. Do you have any suggestions for improvement?
The result of the interview clearly established that the reflective journal writing activity
is done mostly in the class. Only very few participants (less than 3%) said they did
journal writing at home. Most of the participants (around 92%) said reflective journal
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writing was very useful as it helped them to identify the key concepts and enabled them
to figure out further areas for improvement especially through reflection. Less than four
percent said it did not help them much in their learning process. Around six percent
were not sure of the usefulness of the activity. On the question of the benefits of writing
a reflective journal 87% of the participants said that reflective journal writing helped
them to reflect on and conceptualize the activities in class. The remaining 13% did not
have any specific opinion. 95% of the participants did not encounter any specific
difficulty in completing the task. In short, most of the participants agreed that it was
very helpful and useful to keep a reflective journal. However, around 20% percent
believed that the effectiveness of the task can be affected when sufficient time is not
allotted for reflective activity or proper feedback is not given within a specific time
period after the completion of the learning task.

Survey on Reflective Learning
In order to get a clearer picture of the effectiveness and relevance of the reflective
journal writing, another set of five questions were given to the learners to assess their
awareness of the programme and its usefulness in their learning process. These five
simple yes/no questions were administered to the same 43 students of North Batinah
Nursing Institute who answered five open-ended questions earlier. The following five
yes/no questions were designed to arrive at a more accurate data in order to assess the
effectiveness of the practice of journal writing.
1. Do you know the purpose of writing a reflective Journal?
2. Did journal writing help you to be more reflective in your learning?
3. Did it help you to become more autonomous as a learner?
4. Did it help you to become more critical as a learner?
5. Do you want to continue journal writing in your future learning?

Result and Discussion
Yes
Question 1
Question 2
Question 3
Question 4
Question 5

No
40
39
37
35
28

3
4
6
8
15

Column1(yes)
93.02%
90.70%
86.05%
81.40%
65.12%

The above table shows the result of the survey. 43 Students from the foundation course
at North Batinah Nursing Institute participated in the survey. The bar chart below shows
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an overview of the result of the questionnaire. Almost all the students (93%) were
aware of the purpose of writing a reflective journal in class while only 7% of them
seemed not to fully understand it. Similarly, More than 90% of the students agreed that
journal writing helped them to be more reflective in their learning. Around 10% were
not very sure about it. Nearly 86% believed that they became more autonomous as a
learner while 14% didn’t think so. About 82% of the students claimed that they became
more critical learners through writing reflective journal but 18% of them didn’t have the
same view. Finally, only 65% of them said they would write a reflective journal in their
future learning activities, but 35% said they did not want to do it.
45

40

40

39

37

35

35

28

30
25
20

15

Yes

15
10

6

8

No

4
3
93.02% 90.70% 86.05% 81.40% 65.12%

5

0

0
Question Question Question Question Question
1
2
3
4
5

The results of the interviews and the survey point to the fact that reflective learning in ELT
classrooms brought about an improvement in the quality of learning. In a study by (Cisero,
2006)it is confirmed that reflective journal writing resulted in identifying areas for
improvement and helped learners to consolidate what they learned. Some critics like
(Tennant, 1997) believe that the concept of stages or steps in the thinking process is a
farfetched idea. It is too simplistic and does not go well with the reality of thinking process
because in a natural thinking activity a number of stages or steps can occur simultaneously.
According to (Jarvis, 1987) empirical support for the model is weak because the relationship
of learning processes to knowledge is often problematic.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this study has validated that reflective learning in ELT classrooms can become
effective only when the teachers become reflective practitioners. It can be illustrated with an
example from the field of sports as shown by Dennison (2012). According to him sports is a
field where experiential learning or learning by doing is the norm. It is learner-centred and
success in learning is instantly recognisable by success in competition. Even in such
situations, every serious sportsperson would take the help of a trainer. In order to prove this
he brings in the example of ‘Fosbury flop’. Dick Fosbury who won the gold medal for high
jump in the Olympics of 1968 had to invent, perfect and get his ‘Fosbury ﬂop’ technique
accepted. That process was one of true discovery -difficult, lonely and uncertain. Today’s
high-jumper learns the Fosbury flop much more quickly – it is neither difficult, nor lonely,
nor uncertain.
The role of the teacher in ELT classrooms can be compared to the role of an efficient trainer.
One role of the sports trainer is to provide informed feedback or the external view to the
sportsperson necessary for their improvement. Another more crucial role of the trainer is
showing the sportsperson what is involved in the process of learning to win. According to
Dennison (2012) when we provide learning situations solely for the discovery of the learner,
we are ignoring the advantages of learning situation supplied by the teacher or trainer such as
setting the learning agenda, providing efficient feedback to the learner and giving an expert
perspective on the learning situation. These three advantages are crucial to success in ‘formal
intended learning situations’ (Jarvis, 2004) commonly present in ELT classrooms.
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APPENDIX 1
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