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REFLECTIVE PRACTICE- SO WHAT 

 

BRIAN Ó DONNCHADHA M.ED.  

 

ABSTRACT 

While investigating how critical reflection is used by students, I noticed a great degree 

of variance in how it was being used by their teachers. As a result of this I focused my 

doctoral research on the reflective practice of academics who use community-based 

learning as a pedagogy.  

 

Because the pedagogy has been used in the USA for over thirty years I visited a 

number of higher education institutions there. I conducted interviews with academics 

of different disciplines who use community-based learning.  

 

Based on the data I gathered, and the literature already published on the topic I make 

a number of recommendations regarding how teachers in Irish Higher Education can 

improve their teaching and research practice.  
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postgraduate broadcast communications programme at the National University of 
Ireland, Galway. As a Visiting Fulbright Researcher, he spent eighteen months in the 
USA gathering data for his PhD in Education, which is due for submission in 
December 2009.  
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WHAT? THE FIELD OF COMMUNITY-BASED LEARNING DEFINED 

 

Community-based learning has been described as: 

 

‘…a credit-bearing educational experience in which students participate in an 

organized service activity that meets identified community needs and reflect on 

the service activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of course 

content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic 

responsibility.’ (Hatcher & Bringle, 1996, p. 222) 

 

Community-based learning (also referred to as service-learning) involves the 

university teaching staff, students and a community organisation co-operating in a 

partnership to address a need in the community while facilitating the academic, civic 

and personal development of the student. It provides the opportunity to apply 

classroom theory  to ‘real-life’ situations in the community (Ender, Martin, Cotter, 

Marstellar Kowalewski, & Defiore, 2000). The partnership is reciprocal, with the 

varied priorities of each partner given equal importance. What distinguishes 

community-based learning from other forms of experiential learning, such as 

internships or work placements, is that the student provides a service which addresses 

a need in the community, and the result of the service is as beneficial for the recipient 

as the provider (Furco, 1996). The recipient benefits through receipt of the service and 

the student learns while providing the service. Through a community-based learning 

project, the university contributes to community development by providing resources 

as well as a structure in which students can engage with the community while they are 

learning. 

 

Both Boyte (2003) and Boyer (1990) argue that the role of the university is to provide 

a holistic education which integrates civic values into all aspects of teaching and 

learning. Engaging with the community through community-based learning is one 

way to fulfil that role. There is evidence to show that community-based learning 

provides benefits for the three partners concerned: the student, the university and the 

community (A. W. Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Bowley, 2003; Cruz & 

Giles, 2000). There is a considerable body of literature which points to the fact that 
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community-based learning contributes to the academic, personal and civic 

development of those involved (Janet Eyler & Giles, 1999; J. Eyler, Giles, Stenson, & 

Gray, 2001; Fenzel & Peyrot, 2005; Jones & Abes, 2004; Moley, Mercer, Ilustre, 

Miron, & McFarland, 2002; Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000). 

 

Engagement with the community adds to students’ personal as well as academic 

development, by giving them an insight into cultural diversity and by making them 

aware of their potential to contribute to the community (Hunter & Brisbin, 2000). 

Students and teaching staff report that they experience considerable change in their 

thinking and behaviour resulting from community-based learning, with these changes 

going beyond academic learning to incorporate personal development and social 

awareness and a heightened sense of civic responsibility (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, 

& Yee, 2000).   

 

 

 

 

SO WHAT? THE SIGNIFICANCE OF REFLECTION IN COMMUNITY-BASED LEARNING 

 

One of the aims of community-based learning is to connect the multiple dimensions 

of human development that are often separated in higher education (Janet Eyler & 

Giles, 1999). What is central to community-based learning is that the service 

experience and the subject knowledge are combined through critical reflection. This 

can increase the learner’s knowledge, impact on the community and democratic 

commitment to social justice (Wutzdorff and Giles, 1997).  

 

Honnet and Poulsen (1989) put forward ten principles that should underpin a 

community-based learning programme which are widely accepted as the criteria for 

best practice. The second principle is that a programme must ‘provide structured 

opportunities for people to reflect critically on their service experience’. The central 

role that critical reflection plays in community-based learning is underlined by many 

leading researchers of the pedagogy (Ash & Clayton, 2004; Bringle & Hatcher, 1999; 

Eyler, Giles, & Schmiede, 1996; Jacoby, 1996; Reed & Koliba, 1995).  
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Eyler et al (1996, p. 13) define critical reflection as: 

 “...a process specifically structured to help examine the frameworks we use to 

interpret experience: critical reflection pushes us to step outside of the old and 

familiar and to reframe our questions and our conclusions in innovative and 

more effective terms."  

 

I would describe critical reflection in its broadest sense as drawing meaning from 

experience, a meaning that can be generalised and applied beyond the confines of the 

original ‘learning moment’. Critical reflection is a lens through which one looks to get 

a different perspective, a clearer focus, or perhaps a macro or micro view.  

 

Seeing the important role that critical reflection has in the community-based learning 

process I wanted to understand the various methods of drawing meaning from the 

experience of engaging with the community. As the pedagogy has been widely used 

in the USA, I visited twelve institutions of higher education and interviewed students, 

teachers and community partners, asking them how they used critical reflection as a 

part of the learning process.  

 

While observing various community-based learning programmes I noted that students 

used mainly written and verbal methods to draw meaning from their experience of 

providing a service in the community. These methods included journals, learning 

portfolios, reflective essays as well as class-room discussions and presentations. 

Students reported that, in general, they found reflecting on their experience led to a 

deeper understanding of what they were studying. Others reported that decisions 

regarding their future career had been influenced by reflecting on their experience in 

the community.  

 

 

The Degree to which Teachers Reflect 

Critical reflection is effective when it leads to a variety of viewpoints and depth of 

understanding, giving practitioners the conceptual flexibility to see beyond the 

information given and beyond their own presuppositions (Hart, 2008; Loughran, 

2002). It enables them to understand and act in relation to the personal, professional 
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and political challenges they face (Issitt, 2003). The fact that the process of reflection 

leads to action is central, as it shows that a transformation in thought has occurred. 

Asking the question what will I do differently based on what I have learned (Ash & 

Clayton, 2004) moves the learner from the abstract to the concrete to declare what 

change in behaviour or thinking will occur?  

 

All of the teachers I interviewed required their students to reflect on their learning 

experiences, and instructed them on how to maintain journals or conduct constructive 

classroom discussions. However, it was interesting to note that many teachers did not 

reflect in a similar way on their own practice of teaching or researching.   

 

My data shows that academics who use community-based learning use critical 

reflection in varying degrees, ranging from occasional to regular. They use an array of 

methods including journaling, seeking student feedback, and viewing all teaching and 

research through the lens of its relation to the community. 

 

I saw evidence among teaching staff of informal peer reflection. This included 

conversations with colleagues about pedagogy and informal groups within a 

department meeting occasionally to discuss problems that arose in class.  

 

I found only one ‘formal’ forum for reflection in which colleagues would meet on a 

monthly basis to discuss their practice of connecting their teaching and research with 

the community. As well as dealing with issues related to the practicalities of teaching, 

topics related to the vocation of teaching were also discussed, such as one’s personal 

learning journey through engagement with the community and the concept of the 

authentic self as a teacher. Participants of this group reported that they made a 

conscious decision to adopt the pedagogy of community-based learning and that they 

would not feel fulfilled by teaching in a manner that was not engaged with the 

community.  

 

 

Introspection and Awareness 

Parker Palmer (1998) claims that knowing oneself is as important to teaching as 

understanding one’s students or the theory of one’s subject. Just as one cannot 
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separate the dancer from the dance, the teacher cannot be separated from teaching. 

Being fully engaged with the work, the subject and the students goes far beyond 

technique, but instead is connected to awareness.  

 

Many academics that I interviewed believe that to have authenticity as academics they 

need to be reflective in their practice. Though some may reflect privately on their own 

practice, Brookfield (1995) highlights the contribution that reflecting with peers 

makes towards becoming a ‘critically reflective teacher’. He highlights the advantages 

of teachers reflecting with each other to address the problems they face. Based on the 

ideas and practices of Myles Horton (1990) he suggests that ‘helping people to learn 

what they do’ is a process that can assist teachers to learn from their experiences.  

 

Academic conferences may be a venue for discussing ‘how to’ questions, however, is 

there room to discuss ‘why we do what we do, the way we do it?’ How can a structure 

be created for engaged academics to reflect on their practice? What would a forum of 

this kind look like and what topics are most relevant for discussion?  

 

There is a growing expectation that professors reflect on their role and mission as 

teachers (Hubbal et al., 2005) and there are many who would accept that this may be 

beneficial to practice. However, there are a number of requirements for reflective 

practice including time, space and critical literacy. The calm conditions suitable for 

reflection are very difficult to create in a busy and stressful environment.   

 

 

Barriers to Reflective Practice 

Based on my data and adding to what appears in the literature, I have noted a number 

of barriers to teachers reflecting on their practice of teaching, learning and research.  

 

Critical Literacy 

There is confusion as to a definition of what ‘reflective practice’ is and this leads to 

difficulty in using reflection in one’s practice. Connected to that, there is an absence 

of a common language to discuss critical reflection. One interviewee whose doctorate 

was on reflective practice and who taught staff development seminars stated that it 

was difficult to comprehend reflective practice and admitted that it was not easy for 
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him explain the concept or instruct teachers on the practice. Another interviewee, 

referred to the concept of reflective practice as ‘jelly-like’ because of its difficulty to 

grasp. 

 

In Shockley et al., (2008) teachers report that they are unfamiliar with the ‘how to’ of 

being a reflective practitioner. Though some were familiar with how to encourage 

their students to use methods such as journals, classroom discussions or reflective 

essays, they saw these as exercises to do after the learning experience in the 

community, but which wouldn’t necessarily apply to the practice of teaching. 

Reflection has not been a part of formal education in Ireland, and as such there is little 

experience on which to base a ‘new’ practice. There is an absence of a structure for 

teachers to reflect together on their practice and draw meaning from their experience.  

 

Issues of Time and Space 

In recent research, teachers report that they have little opportunity for reflection on 

their practice due to the demands and dynamics of teaching (Shockley, et al., 2008). 

With time dedicated mostly to course management, reflection is seen as a luxury that 

is the first to get cut which is a point underlined in the literature. Though many of my 

interviewees stated that they would probably benefit from critically reflecting on their 

practice, they cited the lack of time as a key factor in their not doing so. 

 

There is an absence of space for reflective practice, which refers not only to physical 

space but to a context within which colleagues can reflect together on their teaching 

practice. This is confirmed by Brookfield (1995, p. 247) who says that very few 

teachers are routinely afforded the opportunity to talk about their teaching in a 

sustained and serious way. Other barriers to reflective practice include institutional 

resources, including a lack of recognition, overwork and a lack of appreciation for the 

additional burdens put on academics (Margaret Davis, 2003).  

 

Teaching versus Research 

Traditionally the higher education system has placed a greater value on academics’ 

research and publication than on teaching ability, evidence of critically reflective 

practice or engagement with the community. Critical analysis of data within one’s 

discipline is commended and considered mandatory for rigorous academic practice. 
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However, the application in a broader context of critical theory, and its examination 

of power through questioning those who bear it, has not been encouraged. Added to 

this is a culture of resistance to change in academia; even though some institutions are 

seen as innovative, the wheels are slow to turn campus wide.  

 

Many teachers may monitor how they teach a class and strive to learn from the 

teaching process, improve it and add deeper relevance to it. In the colleges I visited, 

there appeared to be an absence of a forum for academics to come together and reflect 

on their practice. In-service training courses on pedagogy are the closest many 

academics get to taking time out to consider their practice with colleagues.  

 

At a recent conference on community-based learning, delegates had the opportunity to 

provide a service to the community by volunteering to paint a school located in an 

economically deprived area. Academics came together to ‘practice what they preach’, 

however, it was obvious by its absence that no provision was made in the days 

schedule to critically reflect on the experience. It was telling that at a gathering of 

academics to discuss engaged scholarship, the role of reflection was overlooked. It is 

standard practice to review a day’s direct service in the community with one’s 

students; was it assumed that in this case, the delegates didn’t need to reflect by virtue 

of the fact that they were teachers? When one delegate invited the others to join in 

reviewing the work that had been done, the impromptu reflection session which 

followed was lively and insightful. Participants were grateful that there was an 

opportunity to air thoughts with each other and share understanding arising from the 

work.  

 

 

 

NOW WHAT? DEVELOPING REFLECTIVE PRACTICE 

 

The National Framework Authority of Ireland (2003) lists insight as one of the eight 

dimensions of academic awards here. The highest level of this competence, that of 

PhD, is described as the ability to ‘scrutinise and reflect on social norms and 

relationships and lead action to change them.’ In recent years critical reflection has 

been adopted in Irish universities as a part of the training of teachers and health-care 
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workers. Because it includes thinking which encompasses emotions as well as the 

practice of skills (Boud, 2006; Loughran, 2002), the use of critical reflection as a part 

of practice is effective in helping practitioners improve their interaction with clients 

and bridge the gap between higher education and the field. Loughran (2002) claims 

that framing and/or reframing a problem is a vital part of critically reflective practice.  

 

In 2008 a number of Irish higher education institutions formed a network called 

Campus Engage to promote civic engagement which includes the use of community-

based learning. It is my position that if students are to be properly instructed on the 

use of critical reflection as a part of community-based learning, their teachers need to 

have experience in reflective practice. This could be achieved through participating in 

community-based learning projects and reflecting with peers on the experience. A 

structure is required to facilitate this reflection, which I call a Community of Reflective 

Practice. Though the idea arises from the need of academics engaged with 

community-based learning, I believe it would also be beneficial for those not using 

the pedagogy, but who wish to reflect on their teaching practice.  

 

Based on my data I recommend a combination of a number of strategies for 

overcoming the barriers I have outlined above and for encouraging reflective practice 

among teachers in Irish higher education: these include the combination of a 

reflection rubric by Ash and Clayton (2004) with elements of two models devised by 

Palmer (2007) and Wenger (1998) respectively.   

 

Arising from my interviews with teachers it was clear that there is a need for a 

structure for peers to reflect on their practice. I believe that the structure of a 

Community of Practice (Wenger, 1998) could be adapted to facilitate a forum for 

teachers to reflect on their teaching experience. Wenger describes a Community of 

Practice as a ‘group informally bound by shared experiences and a passion for a joint 

enterprise.’ He outlines a three step plan to create such a community: identify right 

people among the networks which already exist; provide the right infrastructure to 

thrive including an agreed structure; and measure the value of the group in non-

traditional ways such as systematically collecting the stories of how members have 

learned through their experience. My interviewees repeatedly highlighted the 
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importance of sharing personal learning narratives and how this can contribute to their 

own learning and the learning of others.  

 

The issues of time and space for peer reflection are addressed by Parker Palmer’s 

(2007) model called Communities of Truth. He describes how the creation of 

physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual space is essential to create a ‘safe space’ 

for peers to reflect on their teaching. He gives clear guidelines on how this ‘safe 

space’ can be created through encouraging an atmosphere of trust and the desire of the 

participants to draw on, and contribute to, the learning of their colleagues. He also 

provides probing questions to prompt dialogue on various aspects of the vocation of 

teaching such as: 

‘What are the benefits and drawbacks of having a personal relationship with 

the subject one teaches? Is it possible to know a subject well without a 

personal connection? If so, what are the benefits and drawbacks of that kind of 

knowledge? (P. J. Palmer, 2007, p. 55) 

 

Ash and Clayton (2004) devised the DEAL reflection rubric which stands for 

Describe, Examine, and Articulate Learning. The rubric develops the ‘what, so what, 

now what?’ model to include the principles of critical thinking and encourages the 

learner to move from lower to higher order thinking as described in Bloom’s (1956) 

taxonomy of educational objectives. The rubric involves objectively describing the 

facts of a learning experience and then examining those facts by reflecting on them 

using three lenses; academic enhancement, personal growth, and civic engagement. 

The learning is articulated by answering the following questions: What did I learn?  

Why is it significant? What will I do differently based on what I have learned? The 

rubric can be used by individuals or groups, and it is a good start for one’s personal 

reflective practice. The use of this rubric as a reflection tool in a Community of 

Reflective Practice would address the issues of critical literacy which hinder the use 

of reflection.  

 

I would propose that a Community of Reflective Practice which incorporates elements 

of the models listed above, would be a suitable forum for teachers to reflect with peers 

on their teaching practice. This forum would provide a safe space for teachers to meet 

and reflect, in a structured and constructive manner, on their experiences of teaching 
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at higher level. The guiding question for discussion would be ‘why do we do, what we 

do, the way we do it? 

 

The Community of Reflective Practice should not simply be a ‘talking shop’ but could 

contribute to the scholarship of teaching and learning. An example of this is a recently 

published book called ‘Finding Meaning in Civically Engaged Scholarship: Personal 

Journeys, Professional Experiences’ edited by Diener and Liese (2009). This is a 

collection of articles by teachers who reflected on their use of community-based 

learning and who were members of the only ‘formal’ forum for reflective practice that 

I observed.   

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the first section I examined what community-based learning is, and indicated why, 

in my opinion, it is a teaching and learning strategy with great potential. The question 

of the future development of community-based learning in Irish higher education 

warrants many more chapters. That discussion could begin with Furco’s (2002) 

Rubric for the Institutionalization of Service-Learning in Higher Education, which 

outlines the steps needed to embed community-based learning so that it has a critical 

mass that is sustainable and of  high quality. 

 

In its 2007 report, the Taskforce on Active Citizenship  highlighted the central role 

that Irish higher education institutions have in developing civic engagement (M. 

Davis, 2007). The establishment of Campus Engage in 2008 shows that there is 

considerable interest at a number of institutions in developing community-based 

learning as a strand of civic engagement because of its potential to improve students’ 

learning, develop the role of universities and colleges in society and to contribute to 

the community.  

 

In the second section I examined the role that critical reflection plays in the pedagogy 

of engagement. The role of reflective practice is central to good community-based 

learning, not just for students conducting community–based learning but also for their 

teachers. There are a number of barriers to teachers reflecting on their practice, 
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including: the uncertainty as to the meaning of reflective practice, the lack of time and 

space to reflect, and the absence of a suitable structure to conduct reflection with 

peers.  

 

Finally, I suggest a method for overcoming these barriers by the use of a Community 

of Reflective Practice. This draws from existing models to create a structure for 

teachers in higher education to critically reflect together on their practice. It involves 

the creation of a forum where teachers can come together to learn from their 

experience and that of their colleagues by discussing the central question, why do we 

do what we do the way we do it?   
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