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Abstract 

The use of reflective assignments is a relatively recent development in the 

academic environment, and supports a belief that an important goal of education is 

helping leamers becorne more aware of themselves and of their own knowledge about 

whai they are experiencing and learning. The purpose of this study was to explore how 

mature wornen learners experience and understand reflective assignments as a learning 

activity. The data gathered provide some understanding about the learning needs of 

mature wornen learners when completing reflective assignments. and serve as a base for 

rnaking suggestions to reduce leamer contùsion and discornfort, and to increase learner 

awareness of personal learning. 

Data were gathered from face-to-face in-depth interviews using open-ended 

questions and were analyzed using the constant comparative process described in 

grounded theory approaches to research. The data analysis identified a two-stage process 

in learning to complete reflective assignments, with a plateau or resting period between 

the two stages. The first stage requires the learner to make sense of what it means to write 

a reflective assignment. The second stage requires the learner to rnake sense of what it 

means to learn through writing a reflective assignment. Recornmendations arising fiom 

the study are directed to instructors who facilitate the learning experiences of learners 

through assigning a reflective assignment as part of course requirements. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the Study 

1.0 Introduction 

Reflective assignrnents are a relatively recent learning activity in the academic 

environment. This study was undertaken to explore how mature women learners 

experience and understand reflective assignments as a learning activity, and to generate 

knowledge from the data regarding learning and development through reflective learning 

activities. In this study the term rrfec~iiw nssiplmenf refers to a course activity identified 

in the course syllabus or by the participant as a "reflective" paper or assignment. 

Reflective assignments are oflen based on such course activities as maintaining a journal, 

writing an autobiographical paper or assessing one's own learning. Reflrctior~ is 

understood as a process used to create meaning from experience. Malrire womerr leurriers 

refers to women thirty years of age and older at the time of returninç tu forrnal higher 

education. Highrr rd~fco~ion refers to enrollment in a university program at the 

undergraduate or gaduate levels. 

1.1 Background 

Within the literature on adult learning, a major focus is learning from one's own 

experiences within the family, workplace, commiinity, and formal learning environment. 

Reflection, generally understood as taking tirne to think about and analyze an experience 

in ordrr to make sense of it, is seen by most adult educators as an important part of the 

urocess of usinrr - experience to gain new learning. Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985) 
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indicate that reflection is the common denominator for tuming experience into leaming, 

making the best of a situation, and being able to transfer learning fi-om one context to 

another context. MacKeracher States that "[r]eflection is a cmcial key to learning" (1996, 

247). Reflection is acknowledged as the difference between becoming skilled at a 

behaviour through repetition, and learning through reflecting on one's use of the skilled 

behaviour in practice. Repetition results in cognitive change aIone; reflection in both 

cognitive and affective change (Boyd & Fales, 1983). 

My interest in this topic resulted fiom my participation in a graduate program that 

frequently used reflective assignments; a learning and evaluation method that I had 

limited experience with before commencing graduate studies. Most of my undergraduate 

university courses expected me to use a reflective process in which rny personal 

knowledge and experierice was set aside in order to enable me to make an objective, non- 

biased analysis of new information, Entering the graduate program in adult education [ 

encountered reflective assignments that expected me to use a reflective process that 

included my personal knowledçe and experience in the leaming process. Even though 1 

was unsure of what the instructor expected from the assignment, I welcomed the 

opportunity to reflect on the new information rather than memorize the course content. 

1 understand myself to be a reflective person and 1 have been a sporadic journal 

keeper for more than twenty years. But until I began graduate studies I had not made a 

comection between reflection and learning. 1 understood learning as the outcome of a 

cognitive process that involved acquiring knowledge fiom a source outside myself 

Reflection, on the other hand, was a pnvate process of makinç sense of my personal 

srbj &ye ??lcdH. 
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As an undergraduate student 1 frequently experienced a gap between information 

that was being presented, and my personal, subjective knowing about the situation. 1 

wrote in my journal: "1 know 1 am gaining information, but 1 don't feel as if I am 

learning." At the time, 1 did not understand what 1 meant when 1 made this statement. 1 

now understand my comment as an intuitive awareness that leaming was more than 

gathering information. Missing fiom my undergraduate experience was the opportunity 

to validate my personal expenences and knowing, and to integrate subjective 

knowledge with received knowledge. Most of my undergraduate course activities 

ignored my adult experiences as irrelevant to the course content that 1 was expected to 

learn. 1 understood that personal experience and knowledge were considered too 

subjective to have value in the academic world. The reflective assignments in my 

graduate program provided an opportunity to bridge the çap between information and 

learning, and to gain a conscious awareness of my learning and development in the 

program. 

Although reflection ". . . is a process used spontaneously by rnany people" 

(Boyd & Fales, 1983, 1 14), my class experiences indicated that most learners had never 

thought consciously about the process of reflection until they were asked to complete a 

reflective assignment. It was apparent to me that not al1 learners welcomed the 

opportunity to complete reflective assignments, and that some of the leamers 

experienced a significant arnount of confision and discomfort with the assignment. 

Learners had a sense that reflection involved attention to what they thought and felt 

about an experience that had occurred, and consequently, assumed that a reflective 

~cciz-mint y q f i i y ~ [ !  !ha! f r ~ m  ihpir nercnnal nnint cf +W. Rct s m p  lpnmpyo -"". - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
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felt unsure as to how to connect their personai point of view with their academic 

experience and how to present any connections they were able to make. It was not 

unusual for students to inquire of the instructor whether they had permission to use the 

persona1 pronoun '1' in the assignrnent. Even with reassurance from the instructor, some 

learners continued to voice their uncertainty about how to proceed with such an 

assignment. Some leamers indicated they were not 'reflective' people; some expressed 

resistance to reflection that required attention to past experiences that were painhl to 

recall; other learners found that once they started to write the reflective assignment, it 

practically wrok itselj. The feelings expressed about completing reflective assignments 

indicate that the desire and capacity to reflect is different in different people (Boud, 

Keogh, & Walker, 1985). 

The traditional educational experience for most learners is a linear process that 

involves receiving new knowledge or skills through reading, note-taking, and 

memorizing. Most learners believe that educators possess important 'facts' and 'tmths' 

that will be given to the learners. The Iearner's task is to acquire these 'facts' and 

'truths' by listening, reading and being receptive. Activities, such as essays and 

examinations, require the learner to feed back the information she has retained in order 

for the instructor to measure the amount of learning that has occurred. Freire refers to 

this process as the banking concept of education in which "knowledge is a gifi bestowed 

by those who consider themseives knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to 

know nothing" (1995, 139). The aim of formal education may Vary among institutions, 

programs of study, and instructors; however, academic learning environments tend to 

ydpp~fi :cetefit & ski!! ieZTing 5Eifig !hiE trzrl_itinnl! znnrnarh 
rt----"' 
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~ c h g n  refers to this traditional approach as technical rationality, and indicates that 

it "is an epistemology of practice derived From positivist philosophy" (1987, 3). 

Technical rationality supports the notion that problems are best sotved by the application 

of intellectual knowledge to the specific situation, and ignores, as irrelevant, the context 

of the situation and the persona1 and practical knowledge of the problem solver. Over the 

past twenty to thirty years there has been an increasing acknowledçment of the 

importance of context and the necessity of supporting the development of reflective 

pradices that contribute ta the construction of reff ective practitioners. Real world 

problems present themselves as "messy, indeteminate situations" rather than "well- 

forrned structures" and it is important for learners to develop refectiott-ort-acf~ot~ skills in 

order to be able to deal with complexity in practice areas (Schon, 1987, 4). At St. Thomas 

University and the University of New Brunswick, programs such as nursing, social work, 

and aduh education use reflective assiçnments to facilitate the leamer's self- 

understanding, and presumably to bridge the gap between theory and practice and support 

the development of reflective practices: "Reflective practice is defined as the process of 

bringing past events to a conscious Ievel and of determining appropriate ways to think, 

feel, and behave in the future" (Caffarella & Barnett, 1994,38). 

Kerka (1996) points out that reflective assignments cm be disorienting for some 

learners for a number of reasons. First, Iemers may lack experience in knowing how to 

write reflectively, because it has not been part of their experience in the formal learning 

environment. Without directions and guidance fiom the facilitator, they rnay find it 

dificult to know what and how to write. Second, if the traditional power relationship 

hefiyppn ! e ~ ~ - e r c  znri teachcrr ic mli_in!nined, !eamerf may not he mntivated to leam 
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reflectively, because they understand the expectation to be that they are to leani what the 

teacher wants them to l e m .  

Third, learners' anxiety about reflective assignments may be related to ". . . little 

sense of involvement in their own leaminç" Wain, 1985, 97). They understand 

themselves to be careful listeners to knowledge that is located in the authoritative orher, 

but incapable of being an agent of learning for themselves (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger 

& Tanile, 1986; Baxter-Magolda, 1992). 

A fourth reason that learners may resist refleciive activities is that ". . . they have 

Little belief in its value for them" (Main, 1985, 97). One aim of higher education is to 

assist learners to develop the ability to see knowledge as contextual, and understand 

themselves as able to create new howledge, but it ofien neglects the developmental 

process that helps learners achieve this ability. Traditional teachinç methods support a 

"separate" style of knowing that involves "critical" thinking. In this style of knowinç, in 

order for experience to yield knowledge, the mind must work to achieve order and 

meaning from the experience by standing outside the self and rnaking sense of the 

situation separate fiom any personal feelings connected to the experience. An alternative 

style of knowing, "connected knowing," involves reflective activities that cal1 for the 

learner to connect ideas and feelings, mind and body, in a process of opprecicrtive 

thinking (Belenky et al, 1986; Carfagna, 1995). In most higher education institutions, 

using the whole self in the learning process is understood as being subjective and as 

lacking the status of critical thinking and separate knowing. Connected knowing and 

appreciative thinking receive Iess developmental support and validation because of their 

! îver  ~t-tcs in the academic wnr!c! 
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1.2 Purpose of the Study 

Teaching techniques ". . . can be practiced in ways that, although academically 

sound, are not necessarily developmentaIly encouraging" (Taylor & Marienau, 1995, 93). 

Because reflective assignments are used in academic programs such as nursing, social 

work, and adult education it is important to the field of education that instructors 

understand the manner in which learners use reflective assignments for their learning and 

development; and how reflective activities can be devefopmetltaliy encouragitlg. 

"The reflective process is a complex one in which both feelings and cognition are 

closely interrelated and interactive"(l3oud. Keogh, & Walker, 1985, 1 1). Reflective 

assignments recognize personal experience and knowing as a necessary core component 

of adult learning, and provide leamers the opportunity to inteçrate received knowledge 

with subjective knowledge. However, most other learning activities reject personal 

experience and knowing as too subjective to be acadernically sound. This study focused 

on how mature women learners in higher education experience and understand reflective 

assignrnents as a learning activity. Specific research questions were: 

; What are the experiences of mature wornen learners with completing 

reflective assignments in the formal learning environment? 

h How do mature wornen learners experience and understand their learning 

fiom completing reflective assignments? 

i What factors enable the learning process? What factors create obstacles for 

the learning process? 

Since women make up the rnajority of the students in nursing, social work and 

~.'rr&n, 1 int-p&:.~d v ~ m q  rgth~r thzn hnth wnmen and men, c?nrnlled in these 
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programs at St. Thomas University (STU) and the University of New Brunswick (UNB). 

My interest in understanding the experiences of mature women leamers rather than 

younger women learners is connected to my own retum to forma1 education as a mature 

learner. Little has been written, until relatively recently, about women's experiences in 

the world; even less has been written about the mature woman's experiences. The older 

the learner, the greater the amount of persona1 life experience she will bring to reflective 

assignments, and 1 wondered how she would integrate persona1 experience and 

knowledge with new experiences and received knowledge. My personal experience in 

classes with other learners led to understanding that a reflective assignment can be an 

unfamiliar learning strategy that creates obstacles to leaming for some mature learners, 

while others welcome the opportunity for learning in a manner that feels very 

comfortable and natural for them. 

1 expected to find a relationship between the leamer's understanding of 

reflection as a learning process and the extent to which she thought reflective 

assignrnents contributed and supported her growth and development. 1 also expected to 

find a relationship between a wornan's personal perception of herself 2s a reflective 

person and the manner in which she experienced reflective assignments. 

Data about reflective assignments were gathered from face-to-face in-depth 

interviews using open-ended questions. Ten women, who were at least thirty years of age 

and attending Saint Thomas University or the University of New Brunswick full-time in 

academic programs that use reflective assignments (e.g. nursing, social work, education), 

were invited to tell their stories about using reflective activities in their learning. 



1.3 Significance of the Study 

Reason and Marshall (1987) indicate that research contributes to knowledge in 

three ways: for hem, for us, and for me. For "them", this study contributes to adult 

educators' understanding about the nature of learning and development from completing 

reflective assignments. David Boud indicates that ". . . leaming is a complex process 

which is not hlly understood" (1987, 233); and within that complex learning process, 

reflection is understood as an important component. It is known that it takes effort to 

receive new ideas, integrate them with what is known, and create meaning regarding 

what has occurred. The results of this study reflect the experiences and understanding of 

these particular women and cannot be generalized to other women or men. However, the 

results do contribute to our knowledge about some of the factors that both support and 

block effective learning with the use of reflective assignments. 

For "us", this study contributes to the participants' personal understanding of their 

own reflective learning processes. Boyd and Fales's (1983) study, of people who self- 

identifed as reflective, found that the action of reflecting on reflection provides an 

opportunity for study participants to become conscious of reflection as a process, and to 

use it more effectively for their own learning. 

For "me", the study contributes to my personal understanding of reflective 

learning. Reason and Marshall (1987) suggest that researchers often choose research 

topics that allow them to gain a persona1 understanding of an old, limitjng pattern. My 

personal experience with reflective assignments is relatively recent, and this project 

increased my understanding about resources that enable effective learning with reflective 

. i e a i n n m o n t ~  
U d L l l ~ l U A A C I I L 4 .  
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1.4 Assumptions and Limitations 

One assumption that informs this study is that most learners have never thouçht 

consciously about the reflective learning process until they are asked to complete a 

reflective assignment. The learning experiences that learners are most familiar with are 

assignments that are written from an objective point of view, putting self aside and 

focusing oniy on the received knowledge. Therefore, being asked to do a reflective 

assignment can be disorienting for some and freeing for others. 

A second assumption that informs this study is that the epistemic tradition that 

supports learning by listening, note-taking and repeating the information that has been 

memorized does not support learning with reflective assignments. Reflective 

assignments require that the learner engage in a process of making sense of experience 

or of new information, rather than passively receiving the experience or information. 

The learning environment may have to change its assumptions about reality and the 

nature of knowledge in order to support effective learning with reflective assignments. 

A third assumption that informs this study is that Our society is oriented to the 

greater significance of the masculine in its language and knowledge. The historical 

position of women in a patriarchal society has been understood as other to the normal 

masculine perspective. As other, women have often been ignored, trivialized or 

declared deficient. Dorothy Smith points out that: 

. . . women have been largely excluded from the work of producing the forms of 
thought and the images and symbols in which thought is expressed and ordered . . 
[Tlhe socially organized production and transmission of ideas and images deprive 
women of access to the means to reflect on, fonnuiate, and express their 
experiences and situation. ( 199 1,234) 



Reflective assignments are fiequently understood as other to more traditionally academic 

leaming activities, and they are uscd as a leaming activity in areas of study that have a 

majority of women learners. It is important therefore that reflection is understood fiom 

the perspective of women learners. 

A fourth assumption is that reality is constructed by individuals in interaction with 

their social world and that subjective knowing is a valid source of knowledge 

(MacKeracher, 1996). This assumption about how reality is constructed demanded that 1 

use a qualitative approach to this project (Memam & Simpson, 1995; Deshlar & Hagan, 

1989). A qualitative approach increases our understanding of how people make meaning 

of their situations, in this case completing reflective assignments. 

The data are subjective in nature and as such it is possible that data fiom a 

different sample of women miçht produce different results. Nevertheless, although this 

study is delimited by gender and age, it is possible that some or al1 of the themes that 

emerge from the data may be true for some men and for younger or older women. 

1.5 Summary 

Reflective assignments shape a growing part of the strategies used to support 

learning in the formal educational system. The purpose of this study was to explore how 

mature women learners in higher education experience and understand reflective 

assignrnents as a learning activity. The research questions included: 

>. What are the experiences of mature women learners with completing 

reflective assignments in the formal learning environment? 



> How do mature women learners experience and understand their leaming 

fiom completing reflective assignments? 

" r h a t  factors enable the leaming process? What factors create obstacles for 

the leaming process? 

Data about completing reflective assignments were gathered during conversations 

with ten women enrolled full-time in nursing, social work, or adult education programs. 

The data provide some insights into the leaming needs of mature women learners 

regardinç reflective assignments. 



Chaptcr 2 

Literature Review 

2.0 Introduction 

Experience is one of the dominant themes discussed in the literature on adult 

learning and development, and reflection is the activity that supports using experience to 

gain new learning. The literature reveals at least two ways that reflection can be used to 

support effective learning. Some educators (Brookfield, 1995; Cranton, 1992; Kolb, 

1993; Mezirow, 1985, 1997; Schon, 1987) construct learning as a linear process 

involving the use of the mind in critical reflection to transform experience into learning. 1 

understand transfomative learning to be a hierarchical process in which the experience, 

with its subjectivity and bias, is acted upon by critical thinkinç in order to transform rhe 

experience into leaming that is ordered, rational and enlightened. More recently, Cranton 

(1 998) indicates that, as well as analysis, imagination, affect, and impression can play an 

important part in the learning process. Other educators (Apps, 1996; Belenky et al, 1986; 

Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985; Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1985; MacKeracher, 1993, 

1996) understand learning as a journey involving the whole person in a process of 

learning and development that is l e s  linear and more cyclical. This process appears ro 

use "appreciative", rather than critical thinking to understand experience using the mind, 

body, and feelings (Carfagna, 1995). The noticeable difference in these two attitudes ta 

bath learning and reflection leads me to understand the discourse on reflection as beinç 

situated within a culturally constructed and çendered dichotomy between cognition and 

affect. The use of such tenns as critical rejlectiorl versus self-refeclion or reflectiotl, 

dn!!l!i?!,o orses h~!j~vj?ig,  rritirnl rhii~kiry V ~ T S I I S  qpreciative thit~kity and rn~ioiial 
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versus reflective processes appears to be based on undeclared masculine and feminine 

attitudes or qualities with the first of each pair being seen as the more privileged, more 

valued and more masculine term. A person who approaches experience with a ferninist 

attitude must learn to set that approach aside in an academic world which holds the 

masculinist, rational, critical approach in higher esteern. This chapter will discuss these 

two approaches to reflective activities under the headings of ( 1 )  transforrnative leaming 

and critical reflection, and (2) appreciative Iearning and self-reflection. 

2.1 Transformative Learning and Critical Reflection 

Stephen Brookfield indicates that reflection ". . . has its roots in the 

Enlightenment idea that we can stand outside ourselves and come to a clearer 

understanding of what we are and who we are . . ." (1995, 2 14). This idea of standing 

outside oneself is central to Jack Mezirow's notion of transformative learning in which 

the emphasis is on a process of critical reflection in which an individual becomes aware 

of her or his rneaning perspectives or fiames of reference for understanding the world. 

These frnmes of reference are composed of habits of miiid and poir~ts of view. Habits of 

mitd are the individual's habitua1 ways of thinking, feeling, and acting that have been 

constructed by the selfin the process of hurnan communication and lead the individual to 

have certain points of v i w ,  which are her or his beliefs, attitudes, and judgements about a 

situation (Mezirow, 1997). 

In this approach to development and leaming the educator's role is to assist the 

learner to become aware of her or hisframes of refereme, to use her imagination to 

redefine the s i t~~z t i î n ,  znr' te engaze in " rlialny ie devnted tn assessine reasons 
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presented in support of competing interpretations, by critically examining evidence, 

arguments, and alternative points of view" (Mezirow, 1997,6). When this process of 

critical reflection results in changes in afrcrme of reference, transformative leaming has 

occurred. 

Transformation also plays a part in David Kolb's (1993') learning model. Kolb 

describes an experiential learning mode1 that defines two continua along which people 

Vary in their approach to learning. One continuum moves From leaming through concrete 

experience (feeling) to learning through abstract conceptualization (thinking). The other 

continuum rnoves from learning throuçh active experimentation (doing) to leaming 

through reflective observation (watching). The two continua together create a rnodel 

comprising four phases. His theory suggests that hl1 and effective learning occurs only 

when al1 four phases are integrated. Experiential learninç theory understands learning as 

a continuous and cumulative process of learning and re-learning in which new 

experiences grow out of the old experiences. Knowledçe is derived from the experience 

of the learner and is tested through the experience of the learner. The role of the educator 

is to support the learner in usinç the reqriired skills and abilities to rnove through the four 

phases of learning. Within the reflective observation phase, reflection involves the 

creation of knowledge by transforming the experience through thinking. At a later stage 

in the learning cycle, knowledge is put into practice by transforming it through action, the 

opposite of reflection. 

Both Kolb and Mezirow have been criticized for ignorinç feelings in their 

learning models. Scott, in discussing transformative learning theory in relation to the 

 vina nrncpcc, a r z  ies the need for the whole body to be involved in "'. . . becoming a - . - - - . - - - 
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aware of the essential in life, in both the inner and the outer world (1998, 48). Apps 

(1996) indicates that this whole person process involves listening to the whispers fiom 

Our hearts, the messages from our bodies, and the thoughts fiom Our minds. Melamed and 

Devine (1988) investiçated potential gender biases in Kolb's Learning Style Inventory 

(LSI) and comment that Ieaming models that ignore feelings do not adequately explain 

the learning of women and are constructed to describe the learning of men: 

By forcing choices to be made between eithedor dichotomies, by viewing 
learning as an abstraction unrelated to context, by emphasizing the rational 
without aIso including the intuitive and the metaphoric, and by assuming 
that learninç is an individual process rather than a collaborative one, 
women's preferred ways of knowing remain obscure. (Melamed & 
Devine, 1988, 77-78) 

To succeed in higher education women have learned to live the discourse 

constructed by and for men. This discourse alienates women from their personal 

knowing. Within the educational institutions, proper academic performance has been 

established by male-defined criteria reified to the extent that it is understood as rlormol. 

MacKeracher (1996) indicates that formal educational systems tend to support critical 

reflection that favours and reinforces the use of strategies of separate, autonomous and 

independent learning. One becomes a "critica1 thinker" by learning a process that uses 

objective criteria to consider ideas and constnict arguments that will be able to meet the 

rigorous standards of other "thinkers" (Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1985). Personal 

experience is discarded as an unreliable source of information and one learns ". . .to 

confine and focus our insights within the conceptual fiameworks and relevances of the 

discipline" (Smith, 1990,15). Literature on women's development reveals the impact of 

this mainstream approach to reflection and thinking on the development and learning 

experiences of women. 
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2.2 Appreciative Learning and Self-reflection 

Women's development was initially understood in relation to an assumed male 

nom of adult development. Eventually research explored women's development on its 

own terms (Gilligan, 1982; Belenky et al, 1986) and suggested that ". . . there are at least 

two paths in "normal" development: fhe ci~rtonomoirs, separate or itldepet~detit path 

which typifies the majority of men (and some women)" and "the relntiorwl, coritiected or 

ititerdeperiu'ent path which typifies most women (and some men) . . ." (MacKeracher, 

1996, 124). 

Autonomous, separate or independent learners position themseIves outside of 

what is to be known, while relational, connected or interdependent Iearners position 

themselves in a relationship with the knower and what is to be known (Clinchy & 

Zimmerman, 1985; MacKeracher, 1996). Both paths to learninç use ". . .conscious 

deliberate systematic reasoning" (Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1985, 4). And both paths to 

learning imply that what is to be known has to be considered coçnitively. 

The difference between the two paths is based on the role of affect in learning. 

Elbow ( 1973) labels the two approaches !he doirbtitig game and fhe believirrg game. In 

the dor&it~ggame the learner's position is separate frorn what is to be known, and the 

task of learninç is accomplished by asking challenging questions in a logical fashion with 

the intent of proving the tmth or worth of the ideas. Feelings aie to be overlooked or 

overcome. In the believttiggame the learner's position is in relationship with what is to 

be known, and the task of learning is accomplished by asking questions in an attempt to 

understand the situation and the context. Feelings are an integral part of the process of 



understanding. The intent is to see different sides to the issue and integrate the new 

Iearning with what is already known. 

Ways of knowing tend to be gender-related, although they are not gender-specific. 

The learning activities that presently dominate the university environment support and 

value the autonomous, separate, and independent path of development, and have 

implications for the experiences of women in learning environments (Belenky et al, 

1986). Women often cope by compartmentalizing the two modes of leaming. They use 

the rationalizing mode in classroom and workplace situations and the reflecting mode in 

their personal lives. Women realize that success in the classroorn and the workplace 

depends on following the process of critical refiection using the criteria of the separate, 

autonomous and independent knower (Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1985; MacKeracher, 

1996). 

Gallos (1993) indicates that some women approach formal Ieaming activities with 

three stronç feelings. First, they feel terrified they will not be able to do what is asked of 

them; or if they complete what is asked of them, then others will be able to see that they 

are not smart enouçh to be in the Iearning environrnent. Second, they feel self-doubt 

about their ability to contribute anything of worth. And third, they have a sense of 

novelty that the learning experience will be different from anything they have 

experienced before. Learners require an environment that teaches them the skills of 

separate knowing (an adversarial stance) while stayinç connected to the self. And they 

also require an environment that helps them explore and know themselves so that the 

skills of connected knowing (an embracing stance) can be used effectively (Clinchy & 



Zimmerman, 1985; Clinchy, 1996). "Maturity in leaniing and knowing increases as the 

individual is able to integrate the two sources of knowledge" (MacKeracher, 1996, 132). 

Relational learning activities, such as reflective assignments, support 

development for the learner who is following the relational path, and they do not harm 

the learner following the autonomous path (Mackeracher, 1993). Reflective activities 

within a supportive learning environment can provide the opportunity to integrate 

validated subjective knowledge with received knowledge in a manner that supports 

persona1 and professional growth and development. 

Boud, Keogh and Walker understand reflection as a ". . . purposive activity 

directed towards a goal" in which " . . .feelings and cognition are closely interrelated and 

interactive" (1985, 11). Recognizing that Kolb's mode1 gives only a Iimited explanation 

of the elements of the reflection component ofthe process, Boud, Keogh, and Walker 

(1985) present a mode1 of Kolb's reflective phase that involves three sub-phases: 

returning to the experience, attending to feelings, and re-evaluating the experience. The 

first sub-phase, returning to the experience, involves reviewinç it and clarifyinç in one's 

own mind the experience and the feelings surrounding the experience. The second sub- 

phase involves attending to the feelings surrounding the experience. The feelings must be 

acknowledged, validated and managed in order to remove affective barriers that will 

interfere with the activity of reflection. The third sub-phase of re-evaluating the 

experience has four activities. The first is association and requires relating the new 

information with what is already known. The second activity is integration and involves 

making connections between the new and the known information. The third activity is 

rn!!ec! va!idatinn and invrilves determinhg if the ideas and feelings are valid. And the 
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fourth is appropriation and requires that the person experiment with the new 

understanding. Michelson (1 996) questions whether Boud, Keogh and Walker understand 

that feelings can be a source of knowledge that rnay not require the mind to act upon 

them in order to have learning. Michelson suggests that Boud and his colleagues have 

positioned the affective dimension as sornething to be overcome and argues that "[tlhe 

discourse on reflection, in effect, tells us ~ior to trust Our bodies or Our feelings" (1996, 

449). 

Reflective learning rnay be understood as ". . . the process of creating and 

clarifying the meaning ofexperience (present and past) in terms of self (self in relation to 

self and self in relation to the world) (Boyd & Fales, 1983, 1 O 1). This process rnay create 

obstacles for sorne women; while others rnay experience the opportunity to learn and 

write reflectively as personally liberating. The manner in which learners perceive 

themselves in the learning environment depends on their early socialization, accumulated 

life experiences and the manner in which they have adapted in order to feel valued in 

institutional structures (MacKeracher, 1996). Boud (1987) indicates that learners rnay 

need assistance in understanding reflection and how to use reflective assignrnents 

effectively. They rnay also need assistance in learning to validate personal experience, to 

recognize themselves as knowers, and to understand knowledge as constructed and truth 

as contextual (Walden, 1995; Taylor, 1995). Separate knowers rnay need assistance in 

integratinç thoughts and feelings because they have denied the importance of subjective 

meaning and context. Connected knowers rnay need assistance because their approach to 

leming has been ignored in formal educational systems resulting in their doubt about the 

valire of their feelings in relation to learning. Educators are not trained, as a rule, to 
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support connected, interdependent Iearning, and may need assistance in enabling 

reflective learning activities. For those educators who are aware of the need to support 

both types of leamers, the institutional environment may present obstacles to the process 

in the shape of class size and time constraints (Clinchy & Zimmerman, 1985). This study 

contributes to our understanding of how mature women Ieamers understand and 

experience reflective assignments in the academic environment, and to our knowledge of 

how educators can support learning through reflective assignments. 

2.3 Sumrnary 

Two approaches to reflective activity guide my understanding of this area of 

interest. One approach acts on experience using a linear process in whicti critical thinking 

transfarms the experience into learning and developrnent that is orderly, reasonable, and 

enlightened. The second approach receives experience usinç a less linear and more 

cyclical process in which the whole person, including the mind, is involved in making 

meaning of the experience. The order of the second approach is difficult to make visible 

and articulate because of the limitations of our çendered lançuage. The terms orderly, 

reasonable, and enlightened, with their masculine connotation, may not be the best words 

to use for the learning that occurs through reflection that uses mind, body, and feelings. 

This study contributes to our present understanding about the manner in which reflective 

activities relate to learning and development. 



Chapter 3 

Research Methodology 

3.0 Introduction 

Reflection refers to thinking about an experience or about received information 

in order to make sense of the experience or information and to give it meaning. Within 

the literature on adult leaming and development, reflection is understood as a crucial 

element for effective learning. To facilitate the use of reflection in the learning process, 

reflective assignments shape a growing part of the strategies used to support reflective 

learning in the forma1 educational system. The purpose of this study was to explore the 

experiences of mature wornen learners when completing reflective assignments, and 

their understanding about reflective assignments as a learning activity. 

3.1 Design of the Study 

In order to çenerate data nch in detail about the experience and meaning of 

completing reflective assignments, 1 took an inductive and çrounded approach to the 

study. Merriam and Simpson indicate that "[ilf you want to understand a phenornenon, 

uncover the rneaning a situation has for those involved, or delineate process - how things 

happen - then a qualitative design would be most appropnate" (1995, 99).Valuing the 

qualitative paradigm, this study took a phenomenological approach that assumes that 

reality is constructed by many realities rather than ". . . one, observable, measurable 

reality . . ." (Merriam & Simpson, 1995, 97). Within the qualitative paradigm, knowledge 

is understood to be context bounded and constantly changing. The purpose of the inquiry 

p r ~ c m  i o  tn riisc.nvpr the int~rcnnnectedness among reaiities and expand knowledee by 



creating new knowledge on the basis of human experience rather than to prove existing 

knowledge using a different sarnple or a different context. 

In contrast to traditional social science research where the researcher is the expert 

on defining reality, Riger points out that ". . . an interpretive-phenomenological approach 

permits women to give their own conception of their experiences. Participants, not the 

researchers, are considered the experts at making sense of the world . . ."(1992, 733). 

Edson (1988) indicates that a good reason for doing research using a qualitative 

design is because we do not know al1 the questions. The distinction within the qualitative 

design of using the researcher as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis 

means that more questions can be discovered in conversations with the participants. An 

interpretative approach provided the best opportunity for achieving the greatest amount 

of understanding about how these ten mature women learners experienced and 

understood reflective assignments. As the instrument of data collection, 1 was able to 

provide a responsive and adaptable approach to çatherinç the data that is not possible in a 

quantitative design. A constant comparative method of inquiry and analysis was used in 

this study to identify categories, try them out, and discard them until a fit between theoq 

and data was reached (Merriam & Simpson, 1995; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 

3.2 Population and Study Participants 

The population for this study was women who were at least thirty years of açe 

and enrolled at the University of New Brunswick or Saint Thomas University in an 

undergraduate or graduate program that fi-equently uses reflective assignments as part of 

the course requirements. Most of the women were full-time students or had recentlv been 

23 



full-time students. 1 was able to obtain a sample-of-convenience by making personal 

contact with acquaintances who were students in the programs that use reflective 

assignrnents. In some cases my acquaintances agreed to participate and in other cases 

they suggested potential participants. Each woman was contacted by telephone in order to 

explain the purpose of the study, the process involved in the collection of data, and the 

sample requirements. If the woman still showed an interest in participating, an interview 

time was agreed upon. Al1 the women 1 contacted agreed to participate, and besides the 

expected situation of arranging time to talk toçether, the process of obtaining a sample 

went very smoothly. 

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

My research question was developed and my initial interview questions were 

forrnulated as part of the requirements for a course in Qualitative Research. As part ofthe 

sarne course, I pilot-tested my interview schedule (Appendix A) with a woman in the 

social work proçram and a woman in the adult education proçram. The pilot-test 

interviews were conducted in the spring of 1999 and the data from those two interviews 

are included in this study. 1 interviewed the other eiçht women over a period of four 

months using the revised interview schedule (Appendix B). Following the interviews and 

after reading the transcripts, 1 contacted some of the women by telephone in order to 

clarify and expand on questions 1 had about the data. 

In order to gain an " . . . in-depth understanding that is best communicated 

through detailed examples and rich narratives" (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, 5 l), the data were 

c~!!Pc!P~ di'ring face-?CI-face interviews; which provided the opportunity for each 
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participant to speak in her own voice, and to ". . . elaborate, provide clarification, and 

discuss events at length" (8). An interview schedule using open-ended questions, which 

allowed for exploration of the participant's meaning, guided each conversation, and 

changes were made to the questions as new ideas emerged From prior interviews. In order 

to reveal subtleties embedded in the conversation, 1 attempted to focus ". . . less on 

getting questions answered and more on understanding the interviewee" (Reinharz. 1992, 

34). 1 understand the interview process within the qualitative paradigm as the ". . . 

meeting of two persons to exchançe information and ideas through questions and 

responses, resulting in communication of meaning about a parîicular topic" (Janesick, 

1998, 30). In this process, 1 had more control in the process than the participant had 

because each participant was being asked to respond to my "framework of 

understanding" (Kaufmann, 1994, 127). 

At the beginning of each interview 1 reviewed my research interest and had the 

participant read and sign the informed consent form (Appendix C). Interviews were 

conducted only after obtaining inforrned and voluntary consent, and only after 1 felt sure 

that the participant understood the project and felt comfortable with participating. 

Spradley (1979) emphasizes the importance of developing rapport that contributes to 

eliciting information. In order to support the development of rapport, each interview 

began with casual conversation in order to help put both the interviewee and myself at 

ease. 

The interviews were audiotaped, and transcribed following each interview. Data 

analysis was ongoing and each conversation guided the questions used for subsequent 

data rnllectinn Field notes were written as soon as possible afier leaving each interview. 
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A journal of my insights, decisions, and reasons for the decisions was maintained in order 

to support the credibility of the study. 

The data were managed and analyzed using a grounded theory constant 

comparative approach (Glasser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The grounded 

theory method involves a continuously developing process of using one interview to 

guide the path to be followed in gathering data in the nex? interview. Gathering and 

analyzing data occurred hand in hand, and questions were added when the data revealed 

an area that 1 had not thought to question the participants about. In some cases one 

interview would direct me to interview a participant fiom a specific proçram. For 

example, when the participant fiom the graduate prograrn in the Nursinç faculty told me 

that the undergraduate proçram uses reflective assignments more liberally than the 

graduate program. 1 decided to interview a student in the nursinç undergraduate program. 

As categories, themes, and patterns ernerged from the data, rnrmher 'hecks were made to 

ensure accuracy in my understanding by sharing emerginç analysis and conclusions with 

some of the participants. 

3.4 Summary 

Reflection is understood as a key element to effective learning fiom experience. 

Many course instructors in higher education require learners to complete a reflective 

assignment as a strategy to faciiitate the use of reflection in the leaming process. 

Understanding learners' perspectives of the usefulness of such strategies is important in 

order to facilitate an effective use of the activity. In this study a qualitative research 



approach guided a systernatic inquiry designed to increase our understanding of the role 

of reflective assignrnents in learning and development for a small sample of ten women. 



Chapter 4 

Research Findings 

1.0 Introduction 

In the first section of this chapter 1 introduce the reader to the ten women who 

participated in this study. In the four sections that follow the participant profiles, 1 

describe four major themes that are present in the data gathered From my conversations 

with the women. The four major thernes 1 have identified in the data are: the participants' 

experiences with reflective assignments, reflective assignments compared with other 

academic assignments, outcomes of reflective assignments, and factors that affect the 

outcomes. Pseudonyms are used throughout this chapter and care has been taken to 

ensure the anonymity of al1 participants. 

4.1 Participant Profiles 

The interview schedules used to guide my conversations with the participants 

appear in Appendix A and B. 

4.1.1 Karen 

Karen agreed to help me pilot-test my interview questions. She is in her late 

forties and was a classmate when 1 attended St. Thomas University. Karen returned to 

school in 1994 as a full-time student afler being away From forma1 education for almost 

25 years. She arrived at universit y with personal experience that included marriage. 

divorce, single parenthood, and long-time employment in the private sector. At the time 

of the interview she was complcting her Final semester of a Bachelor of Social Work 

(RSW) FrnFam. 
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Her initial experiences with reflective assignments occurred diiring her first year 

at university in a unified 18 credit-hour program (the Aquinas Prograrn) designed to 

explore the theme Trirth a d  Sociey from the perspective of three different disciplines. 

Teaching strategies used in the program included: persona1 journals, reflective papers, 

and ink-shedding. Ink-sheddinç refers to the practice of responding to expenence by 

pouring personal thoughts and ideas onto the page in an uncensored fashion. Karen says, 

"to do [ink-shedding] immediately, without much thought, 1 found hard" (p.4). Although 

Karen gained some level of comfort with the reflective activities in her first year of 

university, her early learning experiences caused her to be concerned that she was not 

learninç the basic concepts of the disciplines. She says, "1 was resistant to the idea [of not 

being given the information], . . . and we didn't have the feedback fiorn the professor to 

know that we were even on the right track" (p.4). 

Karen tells me that reflective assignments in the form of journals and learning 

papers are common learninç activities in the BSW proçram. She understands that 

reflective assignments require that she integrate new information and experience with 

personal knowledge. Karen indicates that her process for completing a reflective 

assignment requires more focus, care, and time than the other course activities require. 

She thinks that the purpose of a reflective assignment is to enable learners "to get their 

ideas down on paper and understand what they've learned frorn [the course work or the 

experience]" (p. 1 1). 

At the close of the interview, Karen indicates that the opportunity to talk about 

her experiences with cornpleting reflective assignrnents enabled her to see the importance 

of the reflective assignments for her learning. 
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4.1.2 Laura 

Laura is the second participant who agreed to help me pilot-test my interview 

questions. 1 am acquainted with her because we participated in courses together in the 

Adult Education program. Laura returned to formal education in 1992 and completed a 

Bachelor of Arts with a double major. She followed that degree with a Bachelor of Adult 

Education, and is presently pursuing graduate studies in Adult Education. Laura's first 

encounter with reflective assignments occurred i n  Adult Education courses. 

She is an avid journal keeper in her persona1 life and has kept persona1 joumals 

since she was a young woman. Laura understands that wnting in her personal journal is 

an emotional catharsis with the journal serving in the role of a sympathetic eu .  Reflective 

journals and assignments in the forma1 education environment require that she move 

beyond the outpouring of emotions. She says "to corne and find that this is part of an 

education process was just great" (p.8). She uses a reflective process that was introduced 

to her in one of her initial courses in Adult Education. Laura finds that the process 

outlined in Kolb's Experiential Leaming Model is usehl with any experience and in any 

area of study. Laura tells me that reflective assignments provide the opportunity to 

validate persona1 knowledge by enablinç her to see where she has been, to think about 

where she wants to go, and to make sense ofthe journey. She says, "1 think 1 like the 

reflective paper because 1 like history, and when 1 write that paper 1 get to write my 

history" (p. 14). 

4.1.3 Ann 

Ann is a fiiend from the graduate program in Adult Education, and is the first 

wcmin that 1 intervieweci itsino Schedule B. She entered universitv in 1979 when she 
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was a young woman going through the strain of mothenng two young children at the 

same time as her first marriage was ending. She was influenced to attend university by 

her sister, a university student, and also by Ann's belief that if she had more education, 

she would be more effective in parenting her child who has a leaming disability. Over a 

12-year period she accumulated the credits to gain a BA with a major in Psychology. 

Continuing with her formal education she earned a BEd in 1993, and is presently 

pursuing graduate studies in adult education. She says, "being so enthusiastic about 

learning and education myself didn't really help me ro identify what the people [I am 

working with] needed" (p.2). Consequently, Ann returned to university in 1998 with the 

goal of becoming more capable of serving the adults with whom she works. Some of 

these adults are reluctant learners and learners who have failed in previous learninç 

attempts. She believes that her BEd did not prepared her to support the adult learner in an 

effective rnanner. 

Am, in her forties, is at the mid-point of her present program of study. Residing 

out of province, she moved to Fredericton for her first semester in order to attend 

university full-time. During her second semester she took one course though tele- 

conferencing. 1 interviewed Ann while she was living in the city again and takinç a 

summer school course, her sixth course in the program. 

Ann's first experiences with refi ective assignments were in Psychology courses in 

which she was expected to keep a journal of her experiences and learninç. She 

encountered a similar journal assignrnent in one course in the Bachelor of Education 

program. She tells me that she tried to avoid courses she knew would have a journal 

~ccignme't hecai~re rhe felt ~~ncnrnfortable doing journals. When she was unable to avoid 
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such courses, her willingness to participate in the process of journal writing was 

determined by the degree of comfort she felt with the facilitator. 

The courses she has taken in the Adult Education program usually have the 

requirement of a reflective paper either in the form of reflection on a topic or issue, an 

autobiographical paper, or a self-evaluation of Ieaming that has occurred during the 

course. She understands these assignments as providing an opportunity to go beyond the 

usual educational experience of gathering information. Ann believes that reflective 

assignments encourage her to explore the meaning of the course content in relation to her 

life, how she is going to use the new leaming, and why it is important to make a change. 

4.1.4 Barb 

Barb is a student in the Bachelor of Social Work program. When 1 called her to 

explain the study, she was unsure as to whether she would have anythinç to offer; but 

was willing to meet with me and talk about the two experiences she has had with 

reflective assignments. 

Barb completed a rnedical technician course following her high-school education. 

She married, had children, and later separated €Yom her husband. When her children 

reached high school, Barb desired firther education and began to take some courses at 

UNI3 with the idea that she might pursue a law degree. About the same time she was 

diagnosed with a disabling condition and became involved with the local support group 

for people with this condition. Her experienre with this group demonstrated to her that 

many social workers and psychologists have lirnited understanding about the manner in 

which this condition affects al1 aspects of a person's iife. Barb decided to gain the 

erliicatinn necessary to more effectively suooort . . people with this condition. In 1994 she 
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began the BA program at St. Thomas University and was accepted into the Bachelor of 

Social Work prograrn in 1998. She indicates that five courses each semester are more 

than she wants to cope with. She has chosen instead to take three courses each semester, 

and extend the length of her progam from two to three years. 

She had taken two courses in the social work prograrn that required her to 

complete reflective assignrnents. Her first assignment was a journal assignment in a 

social theories course. Barb understands herseIf as a reflective person in her persona1 life, 

but did not understand how to transfer her understanding of personal reflection to keeping 

a journal on social theories. The other assignment she cornpleted was an autobiographical 

paper in a spirituality and social work course. She says, "1 loved that one" (p.4). 

Nevertheless, Barb thinks that mature learners need a workshop to assist them in learning 

how to write reflective assignments. 

4.1.5 Carol 

Carol is also in the Bachelor of Social Work program and was very willinç to 

participate. She did not reveal her age to me other than to indicate that she was more than 

thirty-five years of age. She has a previous underçraduate degree and numerous years of 

experience in the paid workforce. Rather than take workshops and courses of interest, she 

decided to return to school hll-time for two years and gain a BSW. Her preference would 

have been to take the post-degree prograrn that is presently available and more condensed 

than the progam she is presently completinç. She has two courses remaining in her 

program. 

Carol's undergraduate experience did not require her to complete any reflective 

rsrignme~ts, se ber first pqeriencc? with this tyne of course work in an academic 
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environment was when she began the BSW program. Most of the BSW courses have 

some reflective writing component either as a requirement or an option. Reflective 

assignments are not a challen3e for Carol. She understands herself as a retlective person 

who, d e r  reading or experiencing something new, "think[s] about what it means from 

various points of view and various aspects" (p. 1 1). Carol says that the assignments 

"haven't been that challenging. It's things that I've thought about before and so I just put 

it down on the paper" (p.4). She indicates that she is able to "whip them off with no 

problem" (p.8). Carol tells me that she does not learn From reflective assignments, and 

she feels impatient with having to cornplete them. 

The BSW prograrn has not provided Carol with the information and knowledge 

that she had hoped to gain. She was looking for "basic how-to tools, a tool kit"(p.7) of 

skills to guide her practice in social work. Her experience with the prograrn has been that 

the program moves too slowly, and the course content is about issues that she has been 

aware of and thouçht about for years and years. From her point of view the progam puts 

too much emphasis on creating a jirsf sociefy and not enough tirne on providinç the 

practitioners with practical tools to deal with the real life problems that they are going to 

be facing every day in their practices. 

4.1.6 Donna 

Donna, in her mid-thirties, is a full-time student in the Master of Nursing 

progam. At the time of our interview she was preparinç to defend her thesis. She had 

completed a BacheIor of Nursing degree as a young woman and had been empfoyed for a 

number of years as a Registered Nurse. 



Her first experience with writing reflective assignments occurred in her graduate 

program. She completed two courses that required a reflective assignment, and one 

course that she thought was flexible enough to accommodate her need to stray fiom the 

purely academic style. The first reflective assignment she had to complete was part of a 

theory course. It involved maintaining a journal that would serve as the basis for 

constmcting a personal theory of nursing. Her first reaction was that she was not going to 

like doing the assignment and had no idea of how to begin. Donna çives al1 the credit for 

what tumed out to be a personal rramformativr rxprirricè to the instructor who provided 

direction and guidance throughout the process. The other two assignments that she wrote 

did not create the same degree of learning that she achieved fiom her tirst experience 

with reflective learning activities. 

Donna also has experience as a teaching assistant in her graduate program that 

required that she read and comment on the journal entries of undergraduate students. Her 

experience as a teaching assistant leads her to believe that many instructors are 

uncomfortable with joumal assignments and that "they really don? want ro know what 

the students have to think and Say because it is personal" (p.  17). Donna thinks that in 

order to give "good reflective assignments there has to be more of a kind of mentoring 

culture, so that [instructors] can Iearn from each other" (p.20). She tells me that reflective 

assignments can "be wonderfiil," but that they should be used "only if the prof knows 

what she is doing" (p. 15). In a later teiephone conversation she told me she has decided 

not to give her students reflective journal assignments in the course that she is presently 

teaching (Field notes, Nov. 17/99). 



41.7 Eileen 

Eileen entered a three-year nursing diploma program following high school and 

gained her nursing registration. Her employment as a psychiatric nurse following 

graduation motivated her to pursue firther studies. In 1972 she earned a post-graduate 

diploma in Psychiatrie Nursing. The care of women becarne her focus and she completed 

a number of programs that supported her persona1 development and Iearning, and her 

ability to support other wornen in their change and development. During this period of 

persona1 and professional development, she was employed in a number of different areas 

of nursing. In her late forties she decided that in order to advance her career she needed 

further education in the form of a BN, and entered the post-RN diploma BN program at 

the University of New Brunswick. 

Eileen's feels discouraged with her experiences in the nursing program, and she 

was anxious to tell me the mariner in which a reflective assignment contributes to that 

feeling. She experienced her first and only required reflective assiçnment dunnç the first 

semester of her university experience. Writing the assignrnent created an emotional 

upheaval in her life that the instructor was unable to help her resolve. lnstead of being a 

resource to alleviate Eileen's distress, the facilitator offered assistance with writing the 

required reflective paper in order to raise Eileen's mark. 

The experience with this assignment led her to believe that reflective assignments 

&en bring issues to the surface that the leamer may not realize are unresolved. Eileen 

emphasizes that we al1 have tension areas that we may not have worked through. The 

personai transition that she was dealing with jeopardized her ability to amplete the 

rwyiirernentq in  her nther coiirses as well. Eileen will saduate From UNB next spring 
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with a BN, but her vision of the ideal experience of studying at the university level has 

not materialized. She believes that for the most part she has not gained any new learning. 

In order to gain the BN degree, she says, "1 feel like 1 have regurgitated stuff that 1 

already learned on my own" (p. 14). 

4.1.8 Freda 

Freda, in her late thirties, attended a Bible College as a young woman and then, 

because she always had an interest in nursing, she retumed to school in 1994 as a part- 

tirne student. Presently she is a full-time student in her third year of the Bachelor in 

Nursing program. 

Reflective assignments had no part in her course work as an undergraduate 

student until she entered the nursing program where she Found that reflective writing 

assignments are considered important to the process of knowing yourself in order to be 

effective in your nursing practice. 

Freda's first assignment was a self-reflective journal. She enjoyed the experience 

because it offered the opportunity to corne to know herself better and provided a record 

of her change and development. The next experience with a reflective assignment was 

also a journal assignment, but this journal required the leamer to integrate personai 

experience with the literature. Although her initiation to writing reflectively involved 

simple self-reflection, she is not interested in continuing at that level of reflection. Freda 

believes that her growth and development involves linking the new information and 

experiences with her own personal knowledge about the situation. Freda's experiences 

with journals also include maintaining a journal within a clinical practice situation and 

r e c ~ i v i n ~  Feedhack from an instructor. 
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Freda raises the idea of the difference between personai and private issues in the 

content of the journal or paper. She feels comfortable in writing about her lack of 

knowledge or lack of experience, but she also wants to present her best image. 

Consequently, she hesitates to reveal private wlnerabilities for fear that they may be held 

against her in her pursuit of a nursing degree. She says, "every clinical instructor is 

different and with certain instructors 1 am really guarded in what 1 wnte" (p.23). 

4. f .9 Gail 

Gail is an acquaintance from the time when we were both students at St. Thomas 

University. She retumed to formal education in 1992, when she was in her late forties, 

and completed a Bachelor of Arts with a major in Psychology in 1997. She decided to 

expand her education with a Bachelor of Social Work and presently has two courses 

remaining in her progam. 

Reflective papers occupied a small part of Gail's undergraduate experience. She 

remembers a few joumals in Psycholoçy courses and Religious Studies and a reflective 

paper in a Gerontology course. The Social Work program is where she has encountered 

most of the refiective assiçnments. Every course in Social Work either requires reflective 

writing or has the option for reflective writing. Gail loves completinç these assignments 

because it allows her to gain an understanding of her personal knowledge. She has been a 

journal keeper in her persona1 life for many years. She says, T m  a journal person. 1 like 

to journal. 1 journal my dreams, [and] 1 journal lots of tinies about my feelings and that 

sort of thing" (p.4). However, Gail feels some level of insecurity with the process in the 

university setting. Her insecurity relates to the fact that reflective assignments involve an 

interaction hetween the instnictor and the learner. Gail says "the relationship with the 
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professor can support the process, but you like to know what the professor wants because 

each professor is a bit different" (p.8). 

Recalling her first assignment, which was a field-placement journal, she indicates 

that the regular feedback she received from her field supervisor assisted her in the novice 

task of understanding what was expected of her in this assignment. In retrospect, she 

believes that guidelines for journal writing would have increased her ability to learn in 

the situation. Experiencing the benefits for her leaming that result from these 

assignments, causes her to wish she had written a journal for every course she took in 

order to understand the material at a deeper level and retain the learning for a longer 

period. 

4.1.10 Helen 

Helen is in her early thirties and a tuIl-time student in the Masters of Education in 

Aduit Education proçram. She compieted a BA following high school and worked in the 

field of joumalism and adult training before deciding two years ago to retum to 

university. Her previous degree and her work experience rnight have enabled her to gain 

entrance to the graduate program without taking the two-year consecutive degree 

program in Adult Education. However, Helen believes that unbeknown to her she has 

been moving towards working with adults for a long time, and took the two-year 

undergraduate program in order to gain a firm foundation in the program before she 

began graduate studies. 

During Helen's first year of her first-degree program she experienced course 

activities that involved self-reflection, although at the time they were not identified as 

riflictive assignments The requirements for the first course that she took in Adult 
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Education were sirnilar to what she had experienced in most university courses, but 

beginning with her second course in the Adult Education prograrn she encountered 

reflective assignments. Because the first reflective assignment was an unfamiliar course 

activity, she experienced some discomfort regarding how to go about the process. But 

Helen quickly gained confidence in her ability to complete the assignments and accepted 

the importance of reflection to the learning process. Early in her studies her process for 

completing the self-assessrnents was very stmctured and rnechanical, but as she came to 

understand more about herself as a learner she developed an approach that feels 

authentic. Helen has been a journal keeper for a large portion of her life. When she was 

able to make a connection between the manner in which she wrote persona] journals and 

the reflection that was being required of her in the academic setting, she understood at a 

more persona1 level what was required for completing the assiçnments. Helen finds that 

writing a self-reflective paper involves a process that she has been using intuitively, but 

naminç the process and makinç it more conscious rnakes it a more ernpowering activity. 

4.2 Expericnces with Reflective Assignments 

1 began each interview by asking the participants to tell me their experiences with 

completing reflective assiçnments for their course requirements. The responses indicate 

that the majority of their experiences with reflective assignrnents are limited to courses 

specific to nursing, social work, and adult education. Only four of the participants recall a 

few assignments that they identified as reflective in courses outside these three fields of 

study. Their experiences are discussed under three headings: reflective assignments as a 



limited experience, varying numbers of reflective assignments, and varying types of 

reflective assignments. 

4.2.1.Reflective assignments as a limited experience 

Al1 the women in this study indicate that most of their reflective experiences in 

educational institutions are limited to their current programs of study. Only four of the 

women recall any experiences with activities that might be called reflective, in courses 

other than their current areas of study. Ann, Gail, and Karen recall a few courses that 

required them to keep a journal; and Helen recalls a learning activity she did in her first 

year at university. She tells me that it was not reflective, but she says, "we called it being 

çood editors, [and] there was a lot of self-reflection involved in it" (p.8). 

Ann says that her first experiences with reflective learning activities were in 

Psychology courses and were "talked about as reflective journals" (p.4). She also recalls 

a journal assignment in an Education course she took. Ann says, "we were asked to 

journal after each class or aller each experience" (p.4). 

Gail tells me that she had journal assignments in some Psychology and Religious 

Studies courses that she took before entering the Social Work program. Recalling the 

Religious Studies courses, Gail says the professor wanted the students to experience what 

it was like to journal and refl ect, but he was not interested in reading the journals. She 

also vaguely recalls a reflective paper in a Gerontology course. She says, "1 can't quite 

remember, but 1 think we had to take some experience and reflect on it. It had something 

to do with spirituality and people in nursing homes" (p.6). Gail recalls that she wrote 

something about her father living in a nursing home. However, she says, "most of my 

rrfirctive naneta r-r --- hall- --- . he~n  in S~qiaI Wnrk" (p 2) 
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Karen had some experiences with reflective assignments in the Aquinas Program 

she tuok the year she retumed to school. She says, "the whole concept [in the Aquinas 

Program] was reflection" (p. 1). One of the activities that Karen recalls involved using the 

computer. She tells me "they tauçht us how to do a computer program where we would 

go in and read the work of other students. Then we would reflect on their work, and so 

we were constantly thinking about our beliefs" (p.2). As well as journals, Karen recalls 

two major group assignments that involved researching the Holocaust and the witch trials 

at Salem. She tells me that the group researched the topic, and then they were expected to 

reflect on what they had read. She says, "we were supposed to ttiink about what is the 

tmth about this. That was the whole concept. What we were doing was presenting al1 

sides to an issue, instead of one" (p.4-5). Karen also recalls two Philosophy courses that 

she says, "expected that 1 give my opinions" (p.5). Except for these experiences, Karen 

encountered no other reflective assignments until she entered the Social Work program 

(p.5).  

I )lever hmi orte lrrrtil is a common response to the question of experience with 

reflective assiçnments. Freda indicates that before she entered the nursing proçram she 

"never had a reflective writinç assignment" (p.2), but that there are " a fair number in the 

nursing courses" (p.7). Donna, who completed an undergraduate degree in nursing a 

number of years ago says, "1 don? recall doing any reflective assignments as an 

undergraduate. . . . So the only experience 1 have with retlective assignments is in 

graduate school, and then it really wasn't in that many courses" (p. 1). Carol tells me, ''1 

had no experience with them ptior to entering the social work prograrn, and as 1 said, 1 



have had previous university experience" (p. I ). Barb's situation is similar and she says. 

"1 really didn't have any reflective assignments until 1 got into Social Work  (p. 1). 

Reflective activities play a large role in the Adult Education learning 

enyironment. Ann indicates that "if [professors] really truly say that experience is 

important when you teach adults, [they] have to have reflective papers" (p. 15). Helen 

indicates that the first course she took in her undergraduate Adult Education program was 

L L j ~ ~ t  the traditional university course" (p.2). But since that first course, reflective 

assignments are usually required or optional in most of the adult education courses in her 

prograrn. Reflective activities have become so much a part of Helen's leaming 

experience that she says: 

Instead of waiting for the end of the term and then rushing to write a reflection 
paper, it becomes more of an ongoing process of sayinç, 'now how did things go 
for me this week and what do 1 think about what 1 learned, and how does this 
course relate to that course, and how am 1 connecting it?' So it has become less of 
an end of course assignment that I have to do and more of a learning tool that I 
use. (p.3) 

4.2.2 Varying numbers of reflective assignments 

The amount of experience with reflective assignments varies between two 

extremes. Eileen, in the post-diploma Bachelor of Nursing program, has completed only 

one reflective assignment, Barb has witten two and Donna has written three reflective 

assignments. Gail, Karen, Carol, Laura, and Helen have two years of study in programs 

where most courses have a required or ari optional reflective assignment. Gail, with only 

two courses remaining in her Baclielor of Social Work degree, says, "1 will always 

choose the journal [assignment], because 1 think for me that's a great way of learning" 

!p.ci). The remainder nf the participants fit hetween these two extremes. 



4.2.3 Varying types of reflective assignments 

The women tell me they have completed a variety of reflective assignments that 

include joumals, autobiographical papers, reflective papers, learning papers, and self- 

evaluation papers. Three types of journals are mentioned: self-reflective, integrative, and 

dialogical. In a self-refiective iournal the learner writes about her feelings and thoughts in 

relation to a new experience. Freda says, "It was just open to whatever we wanted to 

write about, and there were no real restrictions placed on that. . . . Our writing wasn't 

critiqued. . . . It was enjoyable, not pressured writing" (p3-4). 

Freda indicates that the second type of journal, that 1 have called an integrative 

journal, is "a more sophisticated form of writing. . . . It was reflective, but it was 

incorporating the literature into the writing. . . . 1 couldn't just say 'well, this is what 1 

experienced.' It had to be backed with the literature" (p.4). Karen tells me that in the 

second type of journal she "was expected to read over a lot of handouts, then reflect on it 

and brinç in your own experiences in learninç and so on" (p.5). Carol indicates that in 

some cases the activity includes a "pa~er  on the journal" (p. 1). Donna's first reflective 

assignment was a requirement in her Nursing Theories course. She says, "We had to 

write journals every week, And then we had to write our own theory at the end of [the 

course], kind of based on our journals and based on our experiences in the course" (p. 1). 

In most cases, the learner's grade on the assignment requires that she pass the 

journal into the instructor at specific times throughout the course. However, Helen tells 

me that most of her journals were not assigned a grade. She says, "the journal was a tool 

for me to improve my practice. For me to become a better educator. So it wasn't used as 



an assignment itselfl(p. 15). Helen tells me of a third type of journal assignment, a 

dialogical journal. She says: 

In another course where we were given a lot of latitude about what we wanted to 
do for an assignment, a colleague and 1 did a dialogue journal. That was quite a 
different experience and it was quite a leap of faith for both of us. But it was a 
very positive experience. . . . So in that case there wasn't any instructor involved 
because she said that she didn't have to see [the journal]. (p. 13) 

Freda talks about an assessment tool, used in writing journals in one nursing 

course, that "is basically a list of skills, and once you complete the skill in the clinical 

settinç, you write about how you completed that skill" (p.7). 1 commented to Freda that 

the assignment sounded like a description of the steps that were taken to perform a 

required skill. Freda says that it is "nit-picky writing. . . . it's not very valuable [because] 

if you leave out something you did . . . it looks like you've overlooked that part and 

maybe you haven't overlooked that part [at all]" (p.8).  She goes on to Say that she does 

not leam very much from completing this type of journal assignment. She says, "1 know 

it's kind of one of those things important for the clinical instructors, but as far as for me it 

has been a waste of time" (p.7). Freda "would rather wnte it as a storyV(p. 10). And she 

questions whether the assessment tool "is really adequate to let [the instmctors] know 

that i'rn on track with what 1 know and what 1 don't know" (p. 10). 

The autobio-raphical paper is another form of reflective assignment. Barb tells 

me that her autobiographical paper involved "reflecting back on my life. ft was personal 

and there was nothing else to put together except what 1 had experienced" (p.4). Ann 

indicates that her autobiographical paper in her Adult Development course required her to 

think about a particular adult development model. She says, "1 just needed to draw from 

whn 1 was and my ex?eriences [Show] that I had read the material, that 1 understood 



the material, and 1 was able to take the material and apply that to pieces of my Me" (p.9- 

10). 

Reflective papm differ fiom autobiographical papers in that the learner is asked 

to chose a topic of interest and then, Ann says, "take this topic and apply it to your life 

and life experiences, and see where it goes" (p.9). Helen tells me, "there was one paper 

on ethics where 1 had to do some preliminary research, so 1 could have a handle on what 1 

was going to be talking about. So 1 wote on what i had researched and then 1 wrote a 

section on what do 1 think" (p.5). 

In the experience of these women, learning papers and self-assessment papers are 

similar assignrnents that provide an opportunity for the learner "to determine what I çot 

out of the process, to see what I've leamed, to take stock, to take inventory" (Laura, p.9). 

Carol tells me that it is not a dificuit process for her to wnte this type of reflective 

assiçnment. She says that you just have to write "what you think, what you feel about 

that, maybe what you learned, and how you will use it in the tùture" (p.3). 

4.3 Cornparison with Academic Assignments 

Reflective assignments are different from non-reflective scholarly assignments. 

Some of the participants tell me that non-reflective learning activities separate personal 

experience and subjective knowing from what is accepted as knowledçe and learning. 

Donna says, "With the kind of purely academic ones, it's just pure knowledge. It's just 

different amounts of knowledge about this subject or that thing. It's information. And I 

would Say that's what the majority of them are. It's information. And that helps you to be 

able talk about the issue in an intelligent - fashion or something like that" (p. 12). 
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Laura says that when she wrote papers in her BA prograrn "you would Say, 'such 

and such said this' and you would quote various schools, various authorities within those 

schools. To put the word I in a paper was not done" (p.7). Donna indicates that in non- 

refleçtive papers "you've got to be so neutrai" (p. 1 1) .  

Freda understands scholarly papers and reflective papers to be "at two ends of a 

spqctrum" (p. 14). She says, "you know, instead of an assignment for the sake of doing 

the assignment that the professor needs, [a reflective assignment] is an assignment or a 

way where 1 can learn and express myself' (p.2). 

Helen tells me that she has been in classes with learners who are "black and white 

[thinkers]. She says that for these thinkers "[traditional assiçnments] are academic [while 

reflective assignments] are not" (p. 15). Helen tells me that learners who are very logical 

and literal are less inclined to want to bring their feelings into the classroom. She says 

that these learners think of a reflective assignment as "something that is really hooky. . . . 

Like, oh gosh, not this touchy, feely, stuff' (p. 15). 

The next two sections describe how some of the women understand keeping self 

concealed in a purely academic assignment as different From revealing self in reff ective 

assignments. 

43.1 Concealing self 

The women indicate that their most familiar learning activities, in public schools 

and post-secondary institutions are non-reflective and require a cognitive approach to 

learning. The activities include such things as listeninç, reading, remembering and 

regurgitating. Non-reflective activities assume that there is one correct answer. Helen 

tells me that  her "thit-îeen yerirs nf piiblic school" taught her that there was always a right 
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answer, and she says, "1 was good at getting the right answer" (p.7). Donna believes that 

most students have been raised with the idea that the teacher has the knowledge that the 

student is expected to learn. Donna refers to this as a "il amidriil method" (p. 17). 

Karen, describing her early Iearning experience in the public school system of the 60's, 

says, "we were not asked for our feelings or reflections. It was not asked for, nor was it 

wanted. Everything was given to us and we regurgitated it back" (p.1). 

Barb tells me " €tom my time when 1 was growing up going to high school, you 

gave back to the teachcrs what they gave to you. Thought wasn't even encouraged" (p.?). 

Barb says most of her education experience has been in a situation where, "it had to be 

the way the teacher said and there was no roorn for anything else" (p.4). 

The limited experiences with reflective assignments at the university level 

indicate a continuation of thepli ntiddrill method of teaching in post-secondary 

institutions. Barb says, "1 do well on ail of [my assignments], but I do really well when 

the professor reads and he wants back what he says. That's where t'm like 100% 

comfortable. 1 can memorize and put things in my head and 1 can reflect them right back. 

That's the base of my education" (p. 13). 

Freda tells me ehat before she had reflective assignments she believed that "it's 

alright to reflect [personally] but it's useless as far as your academic pursuits" (p.5). She 

says, "1 tended to separate reflective learning from anything academic" (p.6). When 

Freda writes a "formal paper" she thinks of it as a "scholarly paper" and she says, "1 tend 

to write my scholarly papers with a very hands-off approach (p. 14). Any persona1 

connection with the topic of the paper is concealed. She recalls an acadernic paper in 

yhich she p q ! ~ y e d  pa!!iative r.are in hnme ver'rs institiitional setthas Durino the time 
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that she was writing the paper a family member was dying at home. Freda says, "1 

couldn't help but draw From that experience and what was needed for her to die at home. 

And 1 wrote vnth that kind of slant. But certainly nowhere in my paper did it reflect that 

there was a personal thing going on. . . Yet in my mind . . . were the influences of both 

personal and academic" (p. 14). 

Ann tells me the process she uses when she writes a non-reflective paper. She 

says, "1 am going to give evidence that is outside myself. 1 am going to get evidence from 

other sources. I'm çoing to get quotes, other people's ideas, and 1 am çoing to put them 

together in a certain way. In some ways, 1 am sharing pieces of myself in the way that 1 

piece it together and the theory 1 choose to use" (p. 14). 

Barb tells me of the struggle she had with writing a paper for an assignment that 

was not identified as reflective. She says, "it was a struggle because 1 knew [the 

professor] kind of wanted what he said, but he also wanted us to think. I t  meant me 

saying things that 1 didn't really connect with"(p. 13). Some courses, such as those in 

Philosophy, pre-suppose reflection even though the course activity may not be identified 

as a reflective activity. Barb says that in a Philosophy course "you are supposed to think, 

question, and ask whyV(p. 13). However, in the Phiiosophy course that she took it was 

understood that the professor wanted the students to give back to him the ideas that he 

had presented to the students. Students counseled each other to "just give him back what 

he says" (p. 13). Barb indicates that she didn't leam very much in the course. She says, "It 

was a pre-requisite for getting into Social Work, [but] it was a waste of money" (p.3). 

Donna tells me of her experience in writing a paper for her Advanced Practice 

course. She says that it "wasn't just a purel? academic paper." although "[the professorl 
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didn't cal1 it a reflective paper" (p. 10) Donna includes it as one of her three experiences 

with reflective assignments, because she says, "1 put my own opinions and thoughts in it" 

(p. 10). She explains that she understands thinking and reflecting as "almost synonymous" 

(p. 10). The way the assignment was worded ailowed enough "flexibility that 1 could do 

want 1 wanted," and she says, "I put a lot of reflection into it" (p. 1). She indicates that "1 

knew that 1 needed to work these thoughts out, and 1 knew that the best way for me to 

work it out was for me to write it dowdl(p. 10). Donria decided not to worry about the 

grade that miçht be given "and just sat down and started working it out" because she 

"knew it was a more flexible paper" (p. I I ) .  She received a good mark on the assiçnment, 

but Donna told me later, as we waiked to our cars, that the professor commented that her 

paper was too subjective. Donna suspects that she would have been given a hiçher grade 

if she had concealed her persona1 ideas (Field notes, Aug. 11/99). 

Even though reflective assignments have not been part of the majority of the 

learning experiences for these wornen, Sarb believes that some of the professors "think 

that everybody has done a journal and can't perceive that sorneone has come this far 

without [such an assiçnment]" (p. 14). The fact that Barb had no previous experience 

with writing journals for course work before the assignment in her social theory course 

may contribute to the fact that she says ''1 think 1 know how to do [reflection] personally, 

but I'm unsure at the academic lever (p. 12). She indicates that the one journal 

assignment that she wrote "was just kind of bringing ideas together, other people's ideas" 

(p.5). 1 asked her "where was the selfwhen you were writing the journal?" Barb replied, 

"not in the journal, outside of it" (p.3). 



4.3.2 Revealing self 

Despite the relative scarcity of experience with reflective course activities most of 

the participants understand that reflective assignrnents provide the opportunity to think 

about how received knowledge fits with personal knowIedge. Ann indicates that in non- 

reflective assignments "I can stay outside the process" (p. 14). But with reflective 

assignments she says the instmctors " are saying, 'we want you to use knowledge and 

experience that is interna1 to you" (p. 15). Later in the intewiew Ann says, "for true 

learning to take place you have to be able to personalize the knowledge to some deçree" 

(p. 18). Reflective assignments "provide a way to think about what you are ieaming and 

not just regurgitate [it back]" (Ann, p. 18). 

Karen says that she thinks of a non-reflective learning activity, such as an exam, 

"as a task to çet done" while a reflective activity, such as a journal, "is [a] process [rather 

than a] task" (p. 17). She tells me, "1 have to get myself in the right space to sit down to 

write [a reflective assignment]. I have to clear my head. 1 have to get my housework 

cleared up. The kids have to be gone or whatever it is going to take so I am thinking 

about this and not about other things or another assignment" (p. I I ) .  Karen indicates that 

reflective writing is "a long process for me. . . . It makes me think so deeply . . .and it just 

tiiggers [thoughts], connecting one thing to another" (p. 17). 

Donna tells me of a similar process that involves prepanng to write. She tells me 

that she did her writing on Sunday night. She says, "1 had a cup of tea, everybody was in 

bed and [the house] was quiet. And like it was my time. . . . 1 would sit down, focus on 

whatever it was that I was going to talk about and it wouId just flow" (p.5). 



Barb indicates that she also had a process that she followed when she w-rote her 

autobiographical paper. She says "I always kept a piece of paper and when the idea came. 

1 wrote it down and then worked it al1 together" (p.6). Barb tells me that writing the final 

paper involved "using the notes that 1 had made, and some of the stages [I had learned 

about in the course rnaterial] and putting it al1 together two or three tirnes. It was one of 

the few papers that 1 put together, typed up and left for a few days. Then I went back and 

said take this out and rnove this here and so 1 was really pleased with it" (p.7). 

Some of the women indicate that reflective assignrnents are different from non- 

reflective activities because they are learner-centered rather than teacher-centered. Freda 

says, that when she has a reflective assignment, "It's an assignment for [the instructor's] 

purposes, but it's my writing so I'm not so caught up in what they're looking for. So 1 

just go ahead and wing it" (p. 18). But other wornen, such as Karen, Say, "1 wonder if 

there is a way that [the instructors] could rnake you feel more comfortable and tell you 

what the expectation is" (p. 10). 

4.4 Outcornes of Reflective Assignments 

The outcornes identified by the women in this study Vary between two extrernes. 

On one hand, there are neçative outcornes experienced by Eileen and Carol. At the other 

extreme are the positive outcomes mentioned by Laura and Donna. 

Eileen tells me "1 feel sad that 1 came to çet an education and this happened" 

(p. 10). She is referring to a problern she encountered with her first and only reflective 

paper. The Nursing Concepts course required her to choose a topic of personal interest, 

research the topic, and wi te  a reflective paper. She tells me that as she attempted to 
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integrate the new information with her personal experience, she was overwhelmed by 

anxiety. This was a complete surprise to her, and she says, "1 didn't know that there was 

anything to be resolved about [the topic 1 chose]" (p.3). When she started to write the 

paper she encountered diffrculties. She says, "Here 1 was with this belly full of new 

knowledge with strings of guilt attached, pain attached, and what was 1 suppose to do 

with it" (p.3). She indicates that, "1 was having symptoms of high anxiety. [I was] 

anxious, displacement, cuuldn't concentration, irritability, temble guilt, terrible guilt" 

(p.7).  Eileen says "1 jeopardized my other courses . . . because 1 couldn't hnction" (p.7). 

When she found that she was unable to write the paper, Eileen approached the instmctor 

about what was happening to her. She tells me, "1 went to see the professor and 1 started 

to say, '1 Çeel so guilty.' But 1 don't think that she hlly understood. . . . [the professor] 

said, 'I'm so sorry, but you knew you shouldn't have done [that topic]"' (p7). 

Eileen's experience leads her to believe that "reflective papers can be very, very 

dangerous if you don't have adequate çuidance staff to deal with what cornes out of it" 

(p.4). Since this experience, Eileen says, "I'm not too respectfui of those courses. . . . 1 

don't think the controls are in place to ask people to delve into thinçs. It's like asking you 

to do some psychotherapy, but we don't have anyone to heIp you with it" (p.5). She has 

no intention of writing another reflective paper. 

Carol encountered no problems in writing the assignments and tells me they are 

"not hard [to write]. It's not rocket science. So basically it's not challenging and 1 do it 

because it's assigned. . . . . It's just an assignment that you do to complete your 

requirements" (p.3-4). Carol's problem with reflective assignments is that "these issues 

are not new" (p.6). She has thought about most of the issues and is tired of discussing 
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thern. Carol acknowledges that "there may have been littie bits and pieces" (p.4) of new 

information, but she was looking for "the practical tools" (p. 13) required for effective 

practice in the workplace. She feels invalidated by reflective course assignments and 

says, "it's almost as if they think that you have never thought about these issues before. 

Well, hello! I've lived a long life and have experienced a lot, and so in Iearning and 

reflective papers it's nothing new" (p.2). She points out that "you don? get to my stage in 

life without having . . . studied different things at different points in time" (p.6). 

Laura and Donna are at the other outcorne extreme h m  Eileen and Carol. Donna 

indicates that her first reflective assignment was "wondefil" (p. 1). "It was a 

transformational experience" (p.4). Laura, also, is pleased with the outcomes fiom 

reflective assignments and indicates that they give her the opportunity to have 

"ownership [of her learning] and having that independence is so Iiberatinç" (p. 10). 

The remaining women are sornewhere between the extremes of these two sets of 

women, and understand reflective assignments as having a variety of outcomes that 

include: validation of personal knowledge, increased self-understanding, increased 

retention of learning, and assessment of learning. These outcomes are discussed in the 

next four sections. 

4.4.1 Validation of personal knowledge 

Validation of persona1 knowledge began, for some of the women, with a sense of 

surprise that the instructor wanted to hear what the students thouçht about a topic. This 

was a new experience for Laura who says, "1 spent five years doinç a double major in the 

Arts faculty and no one ever wanted my opinion on anything" (p.7). She tells me about an 

iorignment t h ~ t  $nn& n!!t in h-r minri She says. 
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1 was able to reflect upon my life and how 1 got from where 1 was, to reflect on 
my life now and how 1 got from where 1 was and the various transitions 1 had 
made. It was an opportunity for me to see the progress 1 had made. It opened my 
eyes to a lot of things 1 had not been aware of prior to doing that. (p. 1 )  

Karen tells me of her feeling of surprise with an early experience with reflective 

assignrnents and says, "1 [was] thinking this stuff and somebody was listening to me and 

it matter[ed]. 1 didn't get that in the early education system and in my own personal life, 

so this was really nice" (p.5). 

Other women tell me that validation of personal knowing began with self- 

reflective journals and autobiographical papers. Freda's first reflective assignment was a 

self-refiective journal and she indicates that she thought "Wow! . . . This is about nie and 

my experiences" (p.3). She says, "before that it wasn't acknowledged. It was like, to 

reflect is good for a pastime, but . . . it's useless as far as your academic pursuits" (p.5). 

Reflective assignments have enabled Freda to "acknowledge reflective learning [as] 

knowledge" (p.5) She says: 

When 1 came into nursing 1 realized that [self-reflection] was a valid way to learn, 
1 was able to look back over my past and understand that you can't undo learninç 
From whatever fom, and 1 had quite a bit of learning about health care From my 
past experiences. Once it was acknowledged that it was okay to leam in more than 
one way, 1 [accepted] this as part of my learning, as part of my knowledge base. 
(p.6) 

Now, Freda tells me "1 can take al1 my experiences in life and bring it to the point in my 

life that 1 am at now and use it in my acadernic pursuit" (p.5). 

&il tells me, "What 1 find out when I'm doing joumals or reflective writing is 

that 1 know more than 1 think 1 do" (p.2). She says, "1 pour out myself. 1 go inside myself 

and bring al1 the things out, . . .because 1 am of the opinion that anytime we have things 

c" the .mide and WC! thinlc ahoiit them and leave them there, we really do not have the 



full picture" (p.2). She understands a journal assignment as an opportunity to "go back 

over my work and find out what I've been learning"(p.2). 

Freda puts it this way, "It is one thing to think something, but it is another thing to 

write it down. When you write it d o m  you not only acknowledge it, but. . . putting 

something concrete on paper is [an excellent way to] help [one] understand what [is] 

known about something and what [one] does not know about something" (p.3). Later in 

the interview Freda points out that "if you can write something and more or iess 

acknowledge it as a written component, then 1 think there is more of a value in that rather 

than just having the thoughts ro lhg  around in your mind. . . . Then it's kind of like okay 

this is how I can evaluate that based on what 1 have written" (p. 19). 

Carol, however, indicates that "the learning is already in my head, and putting it 

down on paper does not help me recognize what my learning was" (p.8). According to 

Carol, one of the purposes of the reffective learning papers may be: 

to go back and go almost through your outline or through your journal. . . . It is 
not to write a test, but to be able to at least write intelligently enough about it so 
[the instmctors] know that you have read or experienced the material. . . . And for 
that reason, just as a review, it's fine. It does that. (p. 1 1) 

Laura tells me that validation of persona1 knowledge contributes to a sense of 

feeling complete or whole. She indicates that while she was completing her BA degree 

she was learning "al1 the things that everyone else knew and I didn't know. 1 dways 

thought 1 was quite stupid (p.9). When Laura had the opportunity to write reflective 

assignments, she felt as if she "became a whole person"(p.9).  DOM^ supports this notion 

of wholeness and says "the persona1 assignments help you in your whole life, not just 

zczd~micz!!y" (Den-x, p. ! 2) .  
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Gai1 tells me that "it took me a long time to know that my own experiences were 

valuable and meant anything. 1 wish there had Seen more reflective assignments when 1 

did my BA"(p. 15). But Ann has mixed feelings about refl ective assignments. Ann says: 

1 hate reflective papers, 1 hate them with a passion. 1 wish they would be erased 
fiom the face of the earth because they stretch me so much. But 1 also understand 
that they are good for me . . .because they heIp me to gain confidence in my own 
internai knowledge, in my own point of view, in al1 kinds things. (p. 15) 

Reflective assignments such as journals, self-assessment and autobiographical 

papers can provide the learner with a record of their personal journey. Ann indicates "that 

you get a broader overall view about where you were and where you are now" (p. 17) 

Writing an autobiographical paper in her Social Work and Spirituality course gave Barb 

an opportunity to write about her spiritual journey, "something that 1 had always wanted 

to do" (p.7). She observes, "It just made me value myself and see where my journey had 

gone. 1 saw that without knowing it 1 had followed certain stages. It made a picture for 

me about where 1 was. . . .So it made me feel more cornplete, and it did increase my 

knowiedge" (p. 17). 

Most of the women indicate that reflective assignments enable them to value their 

personal experiences and knowledge in the forma1 learning environment 

4.4.2 Increased self-understanding 

Validation of persona1 knowledge and experience supports an increased 

understanding of self. Freda believes that "self-awareness is the beginning purpose" of 

reflective assignments" (p. 18). She says, "in addition to helping to understand more about 

myself, it's something that 1 can look back on, and to know where I've come fiom.. . . 1 



can see where I've progressed, whereas, if 1 had just thought about it [without writing it 

dom],  1 would probably not remember it as vividly" fp.4). 

Karen agrees that reflective assignments help "you know more about who you 

are" and she says that they also "moved me along in my personal growth" (p. 14). h n  

tells me about an autobiogaphical paper she wrote and says, "1 don't see how that helped 

me to understand that [adult development] mode1 better. But I would Say that it helped 

me to understand myself better" (p.20). 

Part of knowing oneself is being aware of one's abilities. Gail tells me that 

reflective writing provides the opportunity to gain "a greater understanding of what's 

being taught, and a broader understanding of your own ability that you weren't aware of 

Like you can see that 'yes, I can do this and t can really learn"' (p. 13). And Donna 

indicates that as she kept a dialogue journal with the instructor, one of the changes that 

occurred was that her "self-confidence" grew (p.5). 

Some of the women indicare that self-awareness is an important aspect of being 

an effective practitioner. Freda says "you have to know yourself before you confront 

[practice] situations, because if you don't, you we going to get lost and overwhelmed in 

the situation" (p.2). As well as increased self-awareness, Freda says that in some of her 

reflective assignments "1 really examined some of the thinçs that [ wouldn't have 

examined if l had not written it" (p.4). Gail says, "1 think that the more aware you 

become of [societal] issues and about your own issues, [the more] vital [you are] to a 

profession . . . By journalling and writing about them, t'm working on myself T'm not 

just learning about what's out there, but I'rn workinç on me" (p. 15). Even though Eileen 

di- nnt hgve 8 p i r i v ~  !earning pxperipnr.e with har reflective assiynment., nevertheless. 
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she says, "it's a way of alfowing us to know how the other person feels. It helps me to 

develop as a nurse, as a caring individual" (p. 12). Helen points out that "when I take the 

extra time to reflect on what I've been reading and decide how that relates to everything 

else that 1 think and know and feel, there is a greater chance thst that wili actually 

becorne part of what 1 do as a practitioner and what 1 think as a person" (p. 1 1) .  

Most of the women have trouble separating the development that occurs from 

reflective assignments into personal, professional, and academic sections. Instead some 

of them tell me that "personal assignments help you in your whole life," as opposed to 

non-persona1 assignrnents which give the learner "pure knowledge" f Donna, p. 13). Freda 

puts it this way, "The thinç is that realistically you cantt say, 'this is my professional life 

and this is my personal life.' You can't separate them. There are personal experiences and 

learnings that I bring into nursing. And there are many nursinç experiences or academic 

experiences that flow into rny personal life" (p.2 1). 

Some of the women tell me that when reflective assignments are effective they 

can change persona1 perspectives. Donna says that her reflective journal assignment 

"gave me a way to look at myself from a different perspective. It gave me a way to re- 

fiame."(p.2). She indicates that "it can lead to transformation, 1 mean, you're really 

workinç [things] through, you develop your knowled_ge. 1 think it really can be 

wondehl" (p. 15). Donna says, "1 worked through a lot of things. My relationship with 

my mother drastically improved. . . . And to have that, I mean, I'm gratehl to graduate 

school and to that course for just that one thing" (p.5-6). 

Barb tells me that her two experiences with reflective assignments were different. 

She y r ,  "[!h? firct! en? di- hrnaden m y  hari [ ~ f !  what 1 knew ahnrit the thenries Riit 1 
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did it on the outside stuff" (p. 12). Barb says that the second assignment "changed my 

perspective" (p. 12). She describes the difference between the two assignments by telling 

me that "it seems fiom my two experiences that it either comes from me and changes me, 

or comes fiom outside me and changes some facts in my head" (p. 13). 

Although Carol did not personally experience reflective assignments as an 

effective leaming method, she does believe that they can be helpful for sorne learners. 

She believes that the purpose is "to get you to think about the material that you've 

learned, apply it to your own Iife, and see whether or not there are things to discover. Or 

learn to apply in the future, or rnaybe to change your thoughts, or see rnaybe if there has 

been previousiy uncharted areas"(p.3-4). 

Karen says that one of her social work courses "kind of opened my eyes a lot to 

what was my normal education when 1 was Young. And the difference between that and 

the way 1 ani being educated now with this type of reflective work" (p. 1). She sometimes 

womes about not having enough information, and says: 

Here we are done and we are thinking that we don? know enough and shouldn't 
this program have taught us how to specifically do this and this. . . . and I'm 
realizing that 1 am never going to know it all. You are never going to go into a job 
and be well trained. It is a constant leaming and it is pretty scary, because 1 think 
in this competitive age you are expected to know things at a certain level. And 
that is not realistic because you haven't been in the field. (p. 15-16) 

Most of the women indicate that at least some of the reflective assignrnents enable 

them to gain an increased understanding of themselves and their life experiences and that 

this understanding supports their persona1 and professional development. 



44.3 Increased retention of learning 

Sonie of the women indicate that wtiting about their experiences and what they 

are learning from the experiences helps them retain the information and make 

connections between different courses. 

Gail tells me that an outcorne of reflective assignments is "having a greater 

understanding of what's being taught" (p. 13). She says, "What 1 remember is what 1 write 

about" (p. 14). The journal assignment "helps me to understand myself more and it helps 

me to ask questions which 1 might not have asked, that 1 rnight never have had the 

opportunity to ask in class" (p. 13). Gail indicate that journals help her "retain a lot more 

of the things that 1 study," so much so, that "in a course where I don't have to do a 

journal, 1 will do a journal because it helps me to stay focused in the class" (p. 14). 

Donna finds that witli a reflective assiçnment "you corne away from it with really 

having played with it, worked with it, and thought about itl'(p. 15). She says the reflective 

process means that "at the end of it you leave the assignment, not Ijust] with this 

wheelbarrow of knowledge, but also with what you think is relevant in the wheelbarrow 

of knowledge" (p. 15). Helen says, "if I eliminated the reflective process, two weeks after 

I'd written the paper 1 probably couldn't tell you a whole lot.. . . The reflection process 

helps me to actually own what 1 have done" (p. 1 1 ). 

Reflecting on one's personal knowing about a situation provides the opportunity 

to see what is missinç. Gail tells me, "l've learned if 1 can take my thoughts and feelings 

and either talk about them or put them on paper, that 1 can see them differently. And 1 can 

solve problems quicker than if 1 keep it on the inside" (p.4). The opportunity to reflect on 

the information or the exnerience a h ,  acccirding to Freda. enables her to "go back and 
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see the gaps in my knowledge or a gap in my experience" (Freda, p. 13). Laura's 

reflective process is a very concrete process that assists her to move through stages that 

bnng her to a point of thinking about what is required "for the next concrete experience" 

of her learning (p.2). 

When the learning experience involves "fecture, study notes, and examination", 

Karen says "the learning does not stay with me as long" (p16). Non-reflective activities 

allow a space to be maintained between self and knowledge. Without the requirement of 

a reflective assignment, Ann says, "1 can stay outside the process" (p. 14). She says, "1 

don? think that you retain things as well if it is just at an intellectual level . . . [the 

instructors] want us to take the information in  and have an interna1 understanding. . . . at a 

feeling level and not just at an intellectual level" (p. 14) 

Along with supporting retention of learning, Karen tells me that one of her 

reflective assignments enabled her "connect between courses and between disciplines. I 

realized for the first time how connected everything really is. And that to me was 

tremendous" (p. 13). Donna telis me: 

You don't just shuffle [the information] away in that little box of your brain that 
says, "this is nursing theory or nursing research." 1 think it al1 works together 
there. And 1 think the next time that you see something from this course you will 
realize, "Gee, this fits with this course, and you make it bigger, you know. 1 think 
that you can really benefit versus having it al1 just kind of separate. (p. 15) 

Helen indicates that "without putting [thoughts] on paper, you never really make 

the connections. You can forget about it next week because it is not learned" (p.6). 

Freda describes her experience with a journal assignment related to her clinical 

practice in maternity. The experience should have been a pleasant one involving home 

visits with a new mother and her baby. Freda indicates, "1 wasn't prepared to go in[to the 
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home] and talk about anything except maternity and stuff' (p. 12). When she encountered 

a new mom in an "abusive situation," she says, "1 like writing about nice things and this 

was so depressing" (p. 13). Without the journal assignment, Freda says it would have been 

"a lot easier to Say, '1 can't think about this anymore today, and I'm not going to write 

it"' (p. 13). Practice situations can be complex, and Freda says the feedback provided by 

her clinical instructor meant that "1 was not only learning Froni my own experiences, 1 

was leaming from the things the instructor told me to try. . . . It was an overwhelming 

experience, but one that 1 learned a lot fiom" (p. 12- 13). 

Most of the women indicate that without reflective assigiiments, the learning that 

occurs in a course is harder to retain and more difficult to understand in relation to 

learning from other courses. 

4.4.5 Assessrnent of learning 

For some of the women in this study, completing a refl ective assignment means 

deciding the ouîcome of their course learning in terms of a grade. Helen tells me that 

about "85% of [her Adult Education courses]" (p.6) either require that she grade herself 

or provide the option for her to do so. When her first course with a reflective assignment 

presented her with the option to grade herself, her initial reaction was to leave the task of 

çrading to the facilitator. Then die had second thoughts and she says, "1 thought, 'Wait a 

minute, why am 1 here? Am 1 here to get the grade, get the piece of paper and get out of 

here, or am 1 here because 1 care about this and 1 want to learn how it works?"'(p.S). 

HeIen decided that "opting out [of self-evaluation] was not goin3 to help me. . . . If 1 was 

çoing to do this 1 was going to have to start sometime. If 1 didn't do it in this course than 

1 wn~.~lrj p-hahly have tn (1n it in the nefl cni~rse" (p 5-61 Helen indicates that aRer  two 
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years of experience with self-assessrnent, she still sometimes has trouble deciding on 

what she calls a "fairness mark" that is somewhere "between being too hard on myself 

and not being hard enough (p.2 1). 

As Helen understands self-gradin& the instructor has the right to disagree with the 

grade. She says, " there is kind of this maintaining the integrity of the university thar is 

lefi to the instructor just to make sure that everybody isn't giving themselves A+ or 

whatever" (p. 14). But Helen has "never had an instructor corne back and say, 'I'rn 

changing the grade"' (p. 14). Laura, also in the Adult Education program says, "1 think for 

someone else to mark my reflection defeats the purpose of doinç the reflection" (p. 11). If 

a facilitator ever changed the grade that Laura had given to herself. she indicates "I'd 

have to think about why this person didn't understand what 1 was telling themW(p. 11). 

The principle of self-evaluation is important enough to Laura that she might go as far as 

"ask[ing] that [my paper] be read by an outside reader" (p. 1 1). 

Self-assessment is a less familiar outcome of reflective assignments for the 

women in the nursing and social work programs, although some of them have had a few 

experiences with grading their own assignments. Barb tells me in one of her two 

assignments "we marked ourselves" (p.7). She says, "1 knew that 1 had done good work, 

it was accurate and I marked myseIf high" (p.7).  Nevertheless, making the tinal decision 

about the grade was not an easy one. She indicates that "everybody had a hard time with 

[marking themselves]" (p.7). The leamers discussed among themselves whether it was 

best to ask for a high grade or a low grade. Barb says "if you mark yourseIf high and the 

professor doesn't like it, they can mark you down, but they wilI probably never mark you 

ri?" (9 7). Barb indicates "lt was a different feeling eiving myseIf a mark. I'd rather [the 
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professor] look at it and give me a good mark" (p.7). However, when the professor gave 

Barb a "really good mark (p. 12) for her journal assignment, it meant very little to her. 

She says, "when 1 got my marks for joumalling, 1 kind of glanced at them, but they didn't 

mean anything to me because the assignment didn't mean anything to me" (p. 12). She 

tells me that "in the joumal assignment whatever you put down seemed to go" (p. 16). 

Most of the women tell me that the marks they are given for reflective 

assignments are always good marks. Gail says: 

With my tirst reflective paper that 1 probably didn't set al1 the things into it that 
should have been in there, 1 çot a good mark on it anyway, because how can you 
mark someone's reflection paper bad? It's their experience. If you didn't give 
them the guidelines, then you have to accept what's in the paper. (p.2) 

Carol finds that reflective assignments are "a very easy way to get marks" (p.6). 

Nevertheless, some of the women are surprised by the marks they are given. Karen 

recal1s a journal assiçnment for which she was çiven a grade of A+. She says, "1 

remember one of the joumals that we passed in three time. . . . I  made an A+ on it, and I 

couldn't understand how he could get an A+ out of the stuff, because 1 felt as if 1 was 

writinç like somebody totally not formally educated, but just coming From a personal 

s~ace" (p.8). 

Some of the women tell me learners usually çet full marks for their journal 

assignments as long as they complete their journal. Freda indicates that her first reflective 

assignment, which was a self-reflective journal, was "kind of like a freebee" (p.20). The 

second journal she had to keep involved integrating new information with personal 

experience and she assures me that was not a "fieebee . . . because exploring literature is 

mz& rime ~~n~f iminrr "  In , . 3111 - - , . Frerln - - - - - nnintc - - . . - - mit - -- - that - . . -- . "it dies nnt Innk 2 n d  
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academically" if too much value is placed on self-reflective journals (p.20). Doma also 

thinks that "sornetimes marks are artificially high, but on the other hand if [the learner] 

got sornething out of [the process] then why not [give her the marks]" (p. 16). 

4.5 Factors Affecting the Experience of Reflective Assignments 

The conversations with the women in this study indicate that the process of 

cornpleting a reflective assignment can be supported or hampered by a number of fxtors. 

Barb tells me that, "One of [my experiences] was [positive] and one of mine wasn't" 

(p. 12). She says about the positive experience, "1 was excited about doing that one" 

(Barb, p.6). Donna tells me that her weekly journal writing assignment "always fit 

together. It wasn't disjointed, although 1 often didn't know how it was going to fit 

together until it happened" (p.5). Factors affecting the process include such things as 

guidelines for the assignment, confidence with the process, feedback from the instructor, 

and the learning environment. These factors will be discussed in the next four sections. 

4.5.1 Guidelines for the assignment 

Most of the wornen in this study indicate that refl ective assignments, whether 

journals, reflective papers, autobiographical writings, or leaminç and self-evaluation 

papers, are given to learners with a minimal amount of instructions. Carol says "there's 

usually a couple of lines, a brief outline of what [the instmctor] wants you to do" (p.3). 

Freda tells me that the instruction for her first self-reflective journal was to 

"basically every week write something about Our experiences fiom that week. . . . It was 

read on a weekly basis and kind of checked off' (p. 3-4). Subsequent journals required 



that Freda incorporate "the literature into the wtiting and . . . that my experiences. . . .be 

backed up with the literature" (p.4). 

Barb's instruction for the joumal assignment in her Social Theory course was "to 

reflect on [the theories] . . . And then we would find articles or discuss things about 

certain articles and that we were supposed to reflect on them" (p.3). She tells me, "1 had 

no background in ljournalling] as to what to do" (p.2) The joumal was passed in for 

assessrnent three times during the semester, and although Barb wrote in her journal that 

she was unfamiliar with this kind of assiçnment, she received no fiirther instructions. She 

indicates that the experience turned out to be "one of collecting facts and putting them 

together" (p.5). It was not a satisfying experience because she "didn't have any 

connection to it" (p. 16). Lack of sufficient guidelines and effective feedback left Barb 

feeling as if the assignment "made nle stretch and look to see what might fit this theory. 

I'm just not sure that what 1 got did f it ,  1 had a real weird feeling about it " (p. 17). Eileen, 

similar to Barb, received very few guidelines for how to write her first reflective paper. 

She tells me that the instructions were "minimal" and involved "a five minute instruction 

about don't do this and don't do this that didn't sink in. . . . [the instructor] said '1  want 

you to do a reflective paper. Pick a topic, but don't make it too serious"'(p.3). 

Ann indicates that her experience with journals in Psycholoçy courses did not 

prepare her for being required to write her first reflective paper in the Adult Education 

progam. She says, "1 had never written a paper by starting it with [the word] 1 and 1 

couldn't get my head around that [idea]" (p.8). A class discussion about how to write a 

reflective paper resolved the issue for Ann. She tells me "that is kind of the point that 1 



put the journal and the reflective paper together as the same thing, just the same as a 

journal, just a bit bigger" (p.9). 

Helen's experience with guidelines for the assignment is different from most of 

the women 1 interviewed. She says: 

especially at the 3000 level courses, where the instructor is reasonably sure that 
there are going to be quite a few people in the room who are seeing this for the 
first or second time, [the guidelines] can be quite structured. . . . So in some 
courses it has been very structured, very detailed instructions on how to go about 
it, at least one way to go about it. (p.8) 

Helen points out she finds the "guidelines are useful. It's good to give people a 

starting point" (p.9). She says that guidelines and structure are helptùl when a person 

encounters refI ective assignment because "any inclination to reflect on our own learning 

is stymied by [early leaming experiences where] 1 can't decide what i've learned. 

Somebody has to tell me what I've learned or 1 will write a test and then 1 will know what 

I've learned. . . . 1 think that it's hard to shake that" (p. 16). Helen indicates that it is also 

"important not to confine [the leamer] to [a certain stnicture], if it's not their style" (p.9). 

She says "1 found the instructions very useful to start. They are kind of like "training 

wheels for a bicycle" (p.9). Laura tells nie that she has found a process for writing 

reflective papers that suits her style and she likes to be given the Freedom to "allow my 

style to corne out and to trust myself' (p. 14). 

Early learning experiences and limited guidelines are factors in the initial reaction 

to reflective assignments. When Gail was writing her first journal assignment she says, "1 

didn't even know how to do it. . . . 1 needed guidelines in order to give the professor what 

she wanted" (p. 15). Without the guidelines Gail indicates that "1 was groping and so did 



the best 1 could by writing about the whole experience. And 1 could see how fearful 1 

was, like what if 1 do this wrong" (p. 15). 

Karen tells me that some reflective assignments are passed in for feedback fiom 

the instructor. This means that afier you get the feedback, "the next time you try to do it 

better" (p.7). She says, "by irnproving each time . . . we ended up making 10 out of 10 by 

the time we were done" (p.8). Gail believes that older students are not cornfortable with 

this type of trial and error. Older students prefer to know "exactly" what is required, in 

order to be able "to do it right [the first time]" (Gail, p.6). Helen agrees with Gail, and she 

tells me about her feelings when she wrote her first reflective assignrnent. She indicates 

that she thought of it in tenns of any other assignrnent, and says, "it was an assignment, 

and boy 1 didn't want to screw it up. 1 wanted to get it right" (p.7). She no longer thinks 

in terms of there being only one right answer and says, "what 1 learn and what you learn 

in a course might be of equal value, but be completely different" (p.7). 

Most of the women tell me that in the beginning "just to Say 'write a reflective 

paper' created a reaction OF, 'Oh my God, what do 1 do now?"' (Gail, p.6). Helen tells 

me, "you can really notice the disorientation of students in the Masters prograrn, who 

maybe have been out of school for twenty years, and in everything they have done 

previously have never had a reflective component" (p. 17). 

The initial reaction to a reflective assignment, by the women in this study, falls 

between two extremes. .4t one end there is Carol who felt disdain and says. "1 rolled my 

eyes and thouçht, 'Good grief, at this stage of my life! "' (p.2). At the other end is Freda 

who felt exciternent and says, "it was just open to whatever we wanted to wite about, 

and there were no real restrictions placed on that" (p.3). Between these two extremes. the 
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women tell me that they felt "nervous" (Donna, p.8), uncertain (Am, p.5; Gail, p.6), 

"dumbfounded" (Barb, p.2), and surprised. Helen says her reaction was "You want me to 

do what!" (p.2). 

Donna says, "even though [the instnictor] said that there were no right or wrong 

answers, you still kind of think, 'am 1 going to make a fool of myselP"' (p.8). Gail tells 

me about one of her courses and says: 

When 1 first started 1 thought, "my God, 1 don't understand anything. I'm the 
stupidest person in the class. What am 1 going to do?" So one of the ways that 
helped me was letting me see what somebody else had done.[The instmctor] had 
some journals and as soon as 1 saw them, it was like, "oh, I can do that." (p.8) 

Barb felt "too embarrassed to ask" how to complete her reflective journal 

assignment (p.2). Her reaction to the assignment reminded her of the feeling she had 

when she initially returned to school. She says, "1 was trying to do essays and didn't 

know how to do them. 1 felt like give me a base" (p. 12). She solved her problem with 

essays by attending a workshop on how to write essays. She tells me that afier the 

workshop, the essay writing "was easy" (p. 10). She wishes that the university would offer 

a workshop for reflective writing because she says, "we need a place to learn more about 

it. That would increase the value of reflection" (p. 15). 

Helen's experience with assignment guidelines leads her to believe that "concrete 

suggestions for how to do the assignment and then a kind of weaning From the 

guidelines" works very well, but "if it happened in the reverse order, it could be 

disconcerting and hstrating" (p. 12). Later in the interview Helen points out that " some 

students need a whole lot more preparation [for reflective assignments] in tenns of 

instnictions" [p. 15). Most of the women in this study would agree with her comment. 
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Barb says, "if the university is going to assign then, they should start at the first level 

courses somewhere so that you immediately start to get a feel for them. It shouldn't be 

just at the third and fourth level courses, and then al1 of a sudden you have to learn how 

to do them" (p.14). 

4.5.2 Confidence with the process 

Confidence with the process of writing a reflective assignment is affected by the 

learner's familiarity with reflective assignments, with the topic being reflected on, and 

with the program of study. 

Some of the women indicate that experience has helped them understand what is 

required in the reflective assignments even when the instructions for the assignment are 

minimal. As Ann says, "once 1 had done [the first one], 1 got more comfortable in writing 

the other [ones]" (p.9). Barb, however, does not believe that the exercise of keeping a 

journal did anything to help her understand how to complete the next one that she will 

have to write. She says, "1 was uncomfottable the whole way through and 1 still feel 

uncomfortable" (p. 1 1). 

Karen tells me that her confidence has grown because she '%as been successfüI in 

so rnany courses" (p. 1 1). Gail says that if she had been given more sidelines with her 

first reflective journal "about what they wanted me to tell them, . . 1 think 1 could have 

written a much better paper. But 1 just didn't know how to go about it" (p. 15). She tells 

me that her more recent experiences are different from that first assignrnent. "1 think Z 

have just learned how to do it. . . . Maybe 1 went from kindergarten to grade three or 

whatever. I've learned to do it, maybe to refine it a little more" (Gail p. 11). Helen tells 

me whpn grac!!!ate bi.i?ents, whn are feelino confùsed and disorientated with ref ective 
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assignrnents, ask her why she seems so cornfortable with the assignment, she tells them, 

"it's like because one, I've been doing them for two years already, but two, here7s what 1 

like about them" (p. 17). 

Carol indicates that her familihty with the content of the courses meant that there 

was "nothing new" (p.2) for her to reflect on, and consequently, no challenge in. 

completing the assignments. But other women tell me that familiarity with the topic being 

reflected on can make the process easier €or them. Barb says that the instructions for her 

autobiographical paper were "three or four lines in the syllabus that said sornething like 

'reflect on your spiritual developrnent"' (p.6). She tells me that "it seems that once 1 read 

the syllabus that thinçs just sort of started bubbling in rny mind" (p.6). She thinks she was 

able to complete this assignment so much easier than the journal on theories "because I'm 

quite aware spiritually and I've done a lot of readinç on it and it was such an 

opportunity" (p.6). 

Ann describes a situation of writing a reflective paper on a topic before she had 

gained confidence in her ability to write reflectively or had gained some familiarity with 

the field of Adult Education. She indicates that she was feeling rushed to "get the 

assiçnmeïi: passed in and receive some feedback [from the instructor]" (p. 10). She now 

realizes that "1 didn't really understand the topic that 1 was writing about" (p.9). Ann tells 

me that with her first reflective assignment in her first semester in the graduate program 

she can remernber thinking, "1 don't know anything about Adult Education [yet], so how 

can 1 ever reflect on a topic?'(p. 13). Helen, also in the AduIt Education program 

indicates that she felt more confidence with her second reflective assignment because, 

she says "1 knew more about myself as a learner and about my styles and things like that" 
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(p.3). "When 1 learned a bit about the theory of adult education, [reflective papers] made 

more sense to me" (ilelen, p.2). Helen tells me that her confidence in the process has 

increased as she understands that, "I'm reclaiming and naming a process that I use to 

know. Again it was very intuitive, and with the journal writing 1 kept a journal from the 

eiçhth grade until 1 çot too busy. . . . It was something that 1 did intuitively, but it's so 

much more powerfùl now that 1 do it consciously" (p. 16). 

For most of the women in this study familiarity with writing the assignments, with 

the topic being reflected on, and with their program of study contributes to confidence in 

completing reflective assignments. 

4.5.3 Feedback from the instructor 

Most of the women indicate that getting started with a refiective activity can be 

dificult. Donna says, "1 didn't know where to start, because there was so much freedom" 

(p.3). Without enabling feedback and attention fiom the facilitator the learner can end up 

in a state of confusion such as the one that Eileen found herself facing with the new 

information and nobody to assist her in processing it. Sometirnes the learner can get stuck 

at describing the experience instead of reflecting on what she has leamed. Karen 

describes one sucli assignment and says, "1 gave him a step by step regurgitation ofwhat 

we did and that i s  not what he wanted. . . . He wanted an overall picture of how [the 

experience] impacted on you and your learning from it and so on" (p.7). 

Sometimes the whole process can seem meaningless. Barb tells me that her theory 

journal was passed in three times during the semester, and each t h e  it was retmed with 

a mark, but without any comments from the facilitator. She was glad to have the good 

mark hvt it ?id nnt meqn rniich tn hcr hecaiise Rarh "did not know what the good mark 
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meant" (p.3). Barb indicates that she "kept thinking that there must be something [more 

to this]" (p.3). 

Donna's experience with a reflective journal assignment leads her to believe that 

"reflective assignments are definitely a two-way process" (p.2). Donna, like most of the 

women in the study, was unsure about how to begin her journal assignment. She tells me 

that the professor suggested "that sometimes it really hclps to look back at tensions in 

your life. And to look and see if you can see patterns, because sornetimes when you look 

at these tensions you'll start to see some pattern there" (p.3). The journal keepinç was 

done by e-mail and Donna indicates "1 found it wonderful, and what made it wondertiil 

was the feedback that 1 çot from my professor" (p. 1). Donna wrote an e-mail to the 

professor once a week, in which she reflected on class readings, class discussions, and 

thouçhts that she was havinç. The professor would make a response that "was more than 

comments on what you had done. There was guidance as to where you might go with 

your thoughts" @onna, p.4). This process enabled Donna to "re-fiame and gain a 

different perspective" (p.4). 

Gail has experienced journal assiçnments for which she received feedback, and 

also journals for which she did not receive feedback. She believes that "feedback is good 

because ofien the professor will see where you have made connections on somethinç. 

Without the feedback, I might always be wondering if i did make the connections" (p.7). 

Gail goes on to say it is validating to see the comments that Say, '"Yes, this is what we 

were studying about in class.' And 'Yes, yes, yes, you've got it!"' (p.8).  Helen tells me 

that the first time she was required to pass a journal assignment into the facilitator, shc 

fe!t re-entfi!! that  th^ far.i!itatnr wodd supcct anmethino as personal as a journal to be 
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shared with him. In the end she found that the feedback she received "was very concrete 

in helping me to think about more things" (p. 13). Experiencing the manner in which 

feedback can support learning, she went on to keep a "dialogue journal" with a colleague 

(p. 13). The dialogue-journal involved sharing personal journal writing with a colleague 

who wouId respond to the entries. Helen says, "it was a very positive experience" (p. 13). 

Donna indicates that joumals can "get a bit of a bad narne, if the professor or the 

instmctor does not give feedback that is more than 'very good' or 'that's a good point"' 

(p.2). She believes that the type of feedback that supports reflective assignments involves 

"asking [the learnerf more about feelings, and not so much about content" (p.8). Donna 

says: 

[the instmctor needs to know how to give good feedback. And what 1 think 
happens now is that there really isn't that much direction given. There isn't that 
much feedback other than the superficial junk that 1 gave [as a teaching assistant], 
and so you walk away at the end of it and nobody really gets anything out of it. 
(p. 17) 

Most of the wornen indicate that effective feedback Frorn the facilitator supports 

reflective activities by çuiding them to çet started with an unfamiliar activity, validating 

their personal experiences, and enabling thern to enlarge their perspectives. 

45.4  The learning environment 

Some of the women tell me that the learning environment is a factor that 

influences the outconie of refl ective assignments. Donna says the reflective learning 

experience "depends a lot on the prof and the [other] students" (p.7). Talkinç about her 

reflective assignment that supported a transfomative experience for her, Donna says, 

"the professor has had the same framework for her course before and it really didn't work 

well, so 1 think that you just need the chemistry there, and you can't predict that" (p.7). 
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Other women tell me that the chemistry Donna refers to affects their ability to do the 

assignments and also their decisions about how to represent selfin the assignment. 

Some of the women indicate that other learners cm act as a resource and support 

the process of completing reflective assignments. Karen tells me that one way to deal 

with the uncertainty when "the expectations weren't outlined very clearly, were very 

ambiguous" (p. I O )  was to talk with other students. She says, "the students would 

complain together, we would talk it out, hash it out" (p. 10) and try to figure out what was 

required. She continues by saying, "1 think we were helphl to each other, but sometimes 

we womed needlessly" (p. 10). When Ann felt uncertain about how to write a reflective 

paper she tells me, "the first thing 1 did was talk to other people about it. 1 was talking 

and questioning and asking about what a reflective paper was" (p.8). Helen says: 

1 wasn't doing [these assignments] in a vacuum. 1 had a couple of good friends in 
the program and for me to really çet a handle on things I really have to talk about 
it. . . . [They] would listen and ask me çood questions. . . . They would ask me 
questions until 1 had kind of come around to it. (p .3)  

Helen also recalls that when she was given her first reflective assignment there 

was a lot of class discussion. She says, "we had a lot of discussion in the class because a 

lot of us were at similar points and this was al1 new" (p.5). 

Although some of the women indicate that other learners act as a resource, other 

women did not have this resource or were unable to utilize it if it was present. Eileen, 

talking about her uncomfortable experience says, "1 think that we should have done some 

group work. . . . the class wasn't that cohesive and 1 don't know how comfortable we 

would have been to tell that confidential stuK Maybe in the second term it would have 



been different. But this happened in the first terrn" (p.5). She indicates that she did not 

feel comfortable sharing her persona1 experiences in that environment. 

Barb indicates that she encountered her first reflective assignrnent without the 

support of a supportive class atmosphere. She says, "1 never heard any of them Say 

anything [about not knowing how to do the assignment]. 1 think 1 was the only one 1 ever 

heard that was struggling with it, and 1 wasn't struggling too loudly outside" (p. 10). 

Donna says one of the necessary ingredients needed to support reflective assignments is 

"small classes and intimacy [between learners]" (p. 17). 

The teacher-student relationship is also a factor in the learning environment that 

affects the reflective learninç activity. Gai1 indicates that she is more able to share herself 

in her assignments when she has rapport with the instructor. Talking about one of her 

assignments, she says, "1 was very relaxed [about sharing myselfl because 1 trusted my 

supervisor and 1 knew that she was there to help me" (p.5). This rapport is not always 

present between student and teacher. Ann tells me about writing her first reflective 

assignment. She says, "1 felt like 1 had just gone down to the mal1 and taken my clothes 

off. . . . 1 had shared almost tcio much of what was in my head. It didn't feel çood to me. 

Then when 1 got the paper back it felt worse because of the comments on the paper . . . 1 

felt like she judged who 1 was as a person" (p.5). 

Helen points out that when a learner has a "negative experience," she might resist 

doing any more reflective assignments (p. 12), as is the case with Eileen. However, in 

Ann's case her next reflective assignrnent was for a facilitator with whom she felt safe. 

Ann points out that she has learned that "if 1 am çoinç to give a self-reflective paper to 



someone, 1 had better know them really well, and I had better feel safe with them" (p.6). 

Ann believes that it is important for the facilitator be "fair and open minded" (p.9). 

Laura points out that "there are some instructors that you feel more that you can 

let yourself be yourself. 1 can be amusing. 1 c m  write however 1 choose" (p. 13). Then 

there are other instructors that "you get an idea of what they want, and it's that 

pedagogical concept of give them what they want" {p. 13). In order for the "right 

chemistry" to be present between the instmctor and the student, Donna says that the 

instmctor has to be "caring, non-judgmental, and know how to give feedback [that is 

helpfùl]" (p. 17). 

Donna tells me that refl ective assignments are not the right learning activity for a 

j l l  crrxidrill learning environment. She says. "reflective thinking is a way of thinking. It 

isn't a habit you can put on one day and not put on the next" (p. 17). Donna believes that 

it has become "politically correct now to do these reflective assignments" (p. 17). But her 

experiences lead her to believe that "in nursing, some of these [reflective] methods are 

still really pooh, poohed" (p.7). Before Donna experienced reflective assignments as a 

learner, her role as a Teachinç Assistant in the nursing faculty required her to read and 

comment in undergraduates' reflective journals. She says, "To be honest, 1 thought they 

were ridiculous, partly because 1 didn't know what 1 was doing and none of us d i d  

(p. 13). She goes on to say that "for the most pan, students don't like [the joumals] and 

find them a waste of time" (p. 17). Donna expresses a concern that the reflective activities 

suggest that personal experience is welcome in the academic environment when in fact it 

is not always welcome. She says, "if you thinkfill mid drill, it is very difficult to give a 

reflective assignment and rmlly want to know what the students have to Say. because it is 
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too personal" (p. 17). Some of the faculty members have indicated to Donna that they 

really do not want to heu  about the students' personal experiences. But Donna points out 

that "reflection is personal" (p. 17), and if reflective activities are going to be used in the 

learning environment, you have to be prepared to hear persona1 experience. Donna tells 

me tha: "the whole nursing curriculum at the undergraduate level is called a cariug 

crrrric~rbrm" (p. 17). Her experiences as a teaching assistant leads her to believe that there 

is "a kind of hypocrisy of we care about you, but yet we really don't" (p. 19). 

The atmosphere of the learning environment affects the manner in which some of 

the women in this study represent thernselves in their assignments. Carol, who found that 

the course content offers no new information, tells me "that sometimes 1 have written in a 

learning paper some of what they expected me to Say, because 1 had to say something. . . . 

a lot of it was so mundane and so ordinary, so expected and so cornmonsense that even 

writing it seemed like 'well, dah!'" (p. 12). She says "well, you have to write the leaming 

paper and so you write it. Some things, 1 do admit, 1 felt kind of ridiculous for even 

writing it" (p. 13). 

Ann indicates that when she has a self-evaluation assignment she "writes a self- 

reflecting paper for myself, and then 1 redo it for the professor" (p. 13). She uses this 

process because she believes "there is reflection that the professor is entitled to, and there 

is private information that they are not entitled to, not in this academic setting" (p. 13). 

Ann says, "1 have a personal biography that 1 have very set boundaries about what 

information you are going to get about me, and it is not everything" (p. 13). Freda says, 

"I'm in a vulnerable position if 1 write about some persona1 experience that 1 might not 

want the faculty to know about" (p.22). She indicates that "1 don? mind sharing [my] 
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Assignments include such activities as journal keeping, refiective papers, 

autobiographical papers, and learning or self-assessrnent papers. The reflective 

assignment experience is described by some of the women in ternis of how the activity is 

different fiom the more familiar learning activities in the academic setting. A few of the 

women indicate that the reflective assignments they have completed did not support 

personal learning and development; but rnost tell me that reflective assignments enable 

validation of personal knowing, increased self-awareness, increased retention of learning, 

and self-assessrnent of learning. The degree to which positive outcornes occur is affected 

by a number of factors that include: guidelines for the assignment, confidence with their 

ability to write the assignment, feedback from the instructor, and a supportive and safe 

learning environment. These four factors determine whether the experience supports and 

enables çrowth and development or causes disorientation and disappointment that 

interferes with learning. 



Chapter 5 

Discussion of the Findings 

5.0 Introduction 

The women in this study entered the university environment with personal 

knowledge constmcted from a variety of personal learning experiences in formal, non- 

formal, and informal leaming environments. Traditional formal leaming environments 

have reinforced their beliefs that external knowledge is valid because of its objectivity 

and interna1 knowledge is biased because of its subjectivi ty. Further, the traditional 

learning environments in which they have participated have shown them that learning is 

an intellectual process in which the thinking self interacts with received knowledge. Their 

experience in traditional formal learning environments have taught these women that the 

usual academic assignment is written From an objective perspective that ignores personal 

knowledge as too subjective. If the women felt unsure about their abilities to write an 

"academic " or "scholarly" assignment, ttiey improved their skills by participating in one 

of the workshops offered by both Saint Thomas University and the University of New 

Brunswick. The women were unaware of any reflective assignment workshops. 

Consequently, they leamed how to complete their reflective assignments within the 

learning environments that required such an assignment. 

The data indicate a two-stage process in completing refi ective assignments. The 

first stage involves making sense of writing a reflective assignment in an academic 

environment. The second stage involves making sense of learning through reflective 

assignments. Between these two stages, a resting period or plateau involves the validation 



of personal experience and personal knowledge. The two stages and the resting period 

will be discussed in the next three sections. 

5.1 Making Sense of the Reflective Writing Process 

Reflective assignments support a belief that, beyond instrumental knowledge 

(practical, concrete information), technical skills, and practical communicative 

knowledge (information about human behaviour), an important goal of education is to 

deveiop self-awareness and self-knowledge about course content. The wornen 1 

interviewed understood that reflection involves thinking and writing about self in relation 

to new information or new experiences. The academic assignments with which they were 

most familiar did not cal1 for them to write about self. The women's awareness of these 

differences between reflective assignments and academic assignments resulted in a 

reaction from the wornen when they initially encountered reflective assignments. 

Laura and Freda indicated that their initial encounter with a reflective assignment 

created a sense of freedom and excitement for them. However, most of the women in the 

study told me that their initial encounter with a reflective assignment produced a feeling 

of anxiety or irritation stemming from being faced with learning the course content and 

also learning about an unfamiliar course assignment. These feelings were related to their 

questions about the assignment and its purpose and about how it is written. Some 

questioned why they should complete a reflective assignment at this stage of their life or 

at this stage of their education. They wondered what a reflective assignment would look 

like and felt embarrassed about not understanding the instructor's expectations. They 

wmied that their Fersonal thoughts mieht sound unintelligent and that they would be 
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unable to complete the assignment in the "right way." They wondered how much they 

should reveal about themselves 

The women described having to deal with the unsettling feelings by trying to 

make sense of what it means to write a reflective assignment. Depending on the extemal 

and intemal resources available to them, some of the women made sense of writing 

reflective assignments with their first assignment, while others took longer. They did this 

sense-makinç in a number of ways that included: having a persona1 interest in the 

reflection topic, turning to other learners for advice; participating in a class discussion 

regarding the assignment; using available guidelines for writing the assignment; learning 

about adult learnin- concepts, such as reflective learning, through course content; and 

tryine and succeeding, with their level of success being determined by the instmctor's 

feedback on the assignment. The fewer the resources the woman had available to her as 

she tried to make sense of the what, how, ard ivhy of writing reflective assignments, the 

longer it took her to resolve her unsettled feelings about writing a reflective assignment. 

Seven of the ten women in this study had worked through this stage of the 

process. Two of the three women who had not made sense of the reflective writing 

process had completed onIy one or two assignments. Thus, it seems that the number of 

reflective assignments written may be important to making sense of writing reflective 

assignments. One of these two women, Eileen, had one experience writing a reflective 

assignment and indicated that she would never again write a reflective assignment 

because the university environment did not provide the resources necessary to support 

Iearners in the reflective process. The second of these two women, Barb, identified one 

p&tive q ~ r i ~ n ~ ~  nfid en? neg-f ive q & n r ~ ,  htlt inbic.atmi that the positive 
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experience did not rnake her feel cornfortable with encountering another reflective 

assignment. The third woman, Carol, had two years of experience with reflective 

assignments but none had altered her opinion that reflective assignments were not 

supportive of her personal learning. Experience and familiarity supported making sense 

of writing reflective assignments for some learners but not for dl .  

Most of the women thought that learners need more assistance with this stage of 

the process than they presentiy receive. The more resources available to the learner, the 

more able she is to make sense of writing the reflective assignment. The most important 

of these resources was the instructor who needed to support learners in resolving 

unsettled feelings; and to help them make sense of writing reflective assignments by 

explaining the objectives for the activity, by discussing the what, how, and why of 

writing reflective assignments, and by providing some suggestions for how learners 

miçht begin the reflective process. If the learner was unable to make sense of writing a 

reflective assignment she ended up describing the observable features of an experience or 

critiquing a readinç assignment, rather than writing about what she had learned about 

herself in relation to the experience or the reading. Without making sense of writing 

reflective assignments, the learner completed them in order to meet the course 

requirements and to demonstrate knowledge of the course content to the instructor. 

Some of the women described academic assignments as a process of bringinç 

toçether the ideas of academically-accepted, knowledgeable experts. Reflective 

assignments were experienced in the same way as academic assignrnents for those 

learners who had been unable to make sense of writing the reflective assignment. When 

the leamer W ~ E  ahle tn rnake wnse of the what; why, and how of reflective assienments, 

85 



she was able to concentrate on making sense of persona1 learning and development 

through such assignments. 

Various authors in the literature support the leamer's need for assistance in 

preparing to write a reflective assignment. Holt (1994) conducted research with ten 

teachers to detemine how keeping a journal affected their practice. She found that, in 

order for journals to affect teaching practices, the learners needed preparation in how to 

write reflectively and what the benefits of doing so were, and a supportive environment 

that provided guidance to motivate reflective thinking. Walden (1995) writes that 

"[mlany women need guidance in getting a joumal started (p. 14). Walden's course 

objectives, for a course called "The Persona1 Journal, . . . include teaching effective 

strategies for keeping a journal and introducing participants to adult development theory" 

(p. 13). Kerka (1996), in reference to using joumals effectively, also indicates that 

learners need to know what a journal is, why it is important to keep one, how to write in 

it, and how it will be shared with others. Taylor (1995), writinç about self-assessment, 

indicates that learners may need guidance in the form of questions for reflection and will 

always need positive feedback. Powell (1985), writing about autobiographical writing 

says, "[ilt is important to make clear àt the beginning the purpose and nature of the 

writing task in which students are to engage" (p.48). 

5.2 Resting Period or  Plateau 

Most of the women indicated that the validation of their persona1 knowledge was 

a major outcorne of reflective assignments. Knowledge accumulated through personal 

experience was understood as not being recognized as knowledge in the academic 
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environment. Writing a reflective assignment provided the women with an opportunity to 

bring unarticulated thoughts and feelings From the inside to the outside. The learner was 

able to see more clearly who she is, where she has been, and where she is now. The 

opportunity to articulate inside thoughts and feelings lefl some of the women surprised at 

how much they know. Writing a reflective assignment was a time of turning inward to 

discover one's thoughts and feelings, a time for the learner to become more aware of who 

she is instead of who she should be. It was a time of 'being,' a time of acknowledging 

self as an intelligent human being within the academic environment. Several of the 

women appeared to need the stability of this period in order to enjoy the feeling that their 

life journey was making sense, and to feel validated. Barb, for example, indicated that 

writing about her personal spiritual journey gave her comfort with her sense of self and 

with where she is in her life journey. 

This transitional period between the two stages is not clearly visible in the data; I 

have projected its existence. What is visible in the data is a learner's inability to make 

sense of writing a reflective assignment when what she already knows is not validated. A 

reflective assignment requires that the learners integrate received knowledge with 

personal knowledge, but this cannot be done uniess the persona1 knowledge has been 

validated. Of the three women who had not reached this plateau, Carol rejected the value 

of reflective assignments because she had heard it al1 before and could find nothing new 

to leam in the received knowledge. Barb was unable to make sense of the reflective 

assignments because she believed that she had no personal knowledge about the topic. 

Eileen encountered emotional anxiety because the received knowledge conflicted with 

what she thoueht she already knew. 
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This resting period is not clearly visible for three possible reasons. First, four of 

the seven women who had worked through the first stage of the process had chosen, or 

been required, to complete reflective assignments in their courses for a period of two 

years. The need to feel validated, as a personal knower in the academic environment, 

appeared to have been satisfied to some degree by the number of assignments they had 

completed. Second, Donna's experience indicated that this period of validation and 

nurturing was structured by the instructor who later nudged Donna to a new 

understanding of herself by introducing new information and questions that enabled her 

to look at what she knew kom a different perspective. Third, the data indicated that the 

validation of personal knowledge often seemed to occur without the learner's awareness 

that it was happening. Some of the women, for example, indicated that their first 

reflective assignment, a self-reflective journal, was consistently validated by the 

instructor and such feedback indirectly supported this resting period. 

Beginning a reflective assignment with what is known personally is important to 

the learning process and enables the learner to gain confidence in herself as a 

knowledgeable person. Bringing personal knowledge from the inside to the outside 

makes it concrete. The wornen in this study indicated that having their persona1 

knowledge written in a concrete form enabled them to become aware of their personal 

knowing and abilities, and that increased persona1 awareness leads to increased self- 

confidence. 

I have called this transition from stage one to stage two a resting period. However, 

I do not mean to imply that this period is a passive or inactive state of being. I suspect 

rhpt if is a V P ~  dynamic. y i n d  and p l a y  a siyificant role in the whoie process of  
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completing reflective assignments, especially for learners who have had few of their Iived 

experiences validated in the academic environment. Further study is required to explore 

this transitional period. 

Various authors in the literature support the importance of acknowledging 

persona1 knowledge. Knowles ( 1990) stresses the importance of validating the learner's 

experiences. He points out that because experience constructs Our reality, rejecting or 

devaluing an adult's experiences is understood by the learner as a rejection of self as a 

person. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) point out that "[elvery woman . 

. . needs to know that she is capable of intelligent thought, and she needs to know it nght 

away" (p. 193). Litner, Rossiter, and Taylor (1992) identify journal writing, 

autobiographical papers and story telling as activities that support validation of personal 

and private experiences. They indicate that the instructor needs to act as an enabler, and 

needs to demonstrate a belief in the process. Validation enables the learner to recognize 

herself as a knowing and knowledgeable person. Validation of internal or persona1 

knowledge sets the stage for the second step in the process, making sense of learning 

through reflective assignments. 

5.4 Making Sense of Learning through Reflective Assignments 

Reflective assignments provide the opportunity to integrate internal and external 

knowledge, and to make sense of what is being learned. The women in this study 

reported that their initial understanding of the reflection process was as an academic 

thinking exercise that sets internal knowledge, feelings, and intuitions aside in order to 

make an objective analysis o f  extemal knowledge. In this academic reflective process. 
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interna1 experience and knowledge are concealed and personal comments are supported 

with references to other writers. Making sense of learning through reflective assignments 

involves making a transition fiom reflection as an academic thinking exercise, to 

reflection as a process of connecting new information and academic experiences with 

personal knowledge, feelings and experiences in order to support persona1 development 

and improve hture actions. Seven of the women appeared to have made sense of writing 

reflective assignmerits and had reached the resting plateau. Four of these women 

appeared to have made sense of learning through reflective assignments to some degree, 

depending on whether they understand the activity as an assignment for the instructor or 

as a tool for personal learning and development. 

Two of these four women, Helen and Laura, were in the adult education proçram 

and two, Karen and Gail, were in the social work program. All four had two years of 

experience with completing required or optional refiective assignments in the majority of 

the courses they had taken in their programs. The two women in the adult education 

program indicated that they do reflective assignments for themselves. They told me that 

reflective assignments had become less of a final assignment done for the instructor, and 

more of an activity that enabled them to understand what they had learned and how they 

could use what they had learned. 

The two women in the social work program indicated that they do the 

assignments for the instructors. They told me that reflective assignments deepened their 

understanding about the course content or the new expenence, enabled them to remember 

information for a longer period of time, and supported self-awareness and persona1 

develnpment Riit they a l w  indicated that, afier two years of writing reflective 
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assignrnents, they continued to think of them as assignments for the instmctor. Gail told 

me that her recent experiences were different fiom her earlier experiences because "I've 

just leamed how to do [them]. Maybe 1 went From kindergarten to grade three or 

whatever" (p. 1 1). Later in the interview s he told me: 

[In the beginninç] 1 needed guidelines [that were not provided], and so 1 was 
groping and so 1 did the best 1 could by writing about the whole experience. 1 c m  
see now how fearful 1 was. Like what if 1 do it wrong?. . . . .I1m just learning now 
that it's okay to be wrong. It's okay to fail. (p. 15) 

The niore instructions and guidelines provided by the instructor, the more comfort Karen 

and Gail felt with completing the assiçnment 

All four women understood that the reflective learning process involved 

inteçrating personal knowledge with new knowledge and experiences. Gail, in the social 

work program, indicated that journal keeping had become so valuable for her learning 

that she keeps a journal even if there is no required journal assignment. But Gail and 

Karen expressed more concern about meeting the instructor's expectations for a course 

reflective assignment than the women in the adult education program. Both the women in 

the social work progarn expressed doubts about whether they are making the "right 

connections" between the received knowledge and their personal knowledge. 

Of the seven wornen who had reached the resting plateau, three had written fewer 

assignments than the four women mentioned above and had not clearly made sense of 

learning through reflective assignments. Donna, the graduate student in nursing, 

described one of her assignments as personally transfomative, but gave the credit to the 

instructor. And although, Donna valued her reflective learning experiences, she was not 

offering the same experience to the students she was presently instructing. Freda 

understood self-reflection as something she did for herseif, rather than something she did 
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for the instructor; however, she indicated that her status as a learner in the academic 

environment was a vulnerable position, and that she concealed things about herself that 

might jeopardize her grades. Her cautiousness suggests that her reflective assignments are 

being done for the instructor. Am, in the adult education program, kept her private 

information private by writing a self-reflective paper for herself and then re-writing it for 

the instmctor with private details omitted. Ann, also told me: "1 probably wouldn't do the 

reflection, if [the instmctor] didn't force me to do it" (p. 17). 

Two factors seem to account for the difference between doing the assignment for 

the instructor or doing it for oneself. One factor is the arnount of security and support felt 

by the learner. Laura indicated that "there are some instructors that you feel more that 

you can let yourself be yourself . . . [and] there have been professors where you get an 

idea of what they want and it's that pedagogicaj concept of give them what they want" 

(p. 13). Donna pointed out that the learning environment had to offer a variety of things in 

order for the learner to enter into the process: "[The instructors] have to be carinç. [They] 

have to be non-judgmental. There has to be small classes. There has to be intimacy. 1 

think there has to be a whole combination, and there has to be the right chemistry" (p. 17). 

1 concluded that when the learner feels vulnerable in the learning environment, she will 

complete the activity as an assignment for the instmctor. 

The second factor in the difference between doing it for the instmctor or doing it 

for oneself is the learner's persona1 knowledge about reflection and the learning process, 

and her confidence with bejng personalIy involved in her own learning process. The two 

women with two years of experience in the adult education program had the opportunity 

tn receive infnrrnatinn ahniit adiilt leaming cnncents and theories. They had written 
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numerous reflective assignments which had enabled them to integrate received 

knowledçe about learning with their personal experiences. And they had opportunities, 

through self-evaluation of learning papers, to gain expenence with taking responsibility 

for their persona1 learning. 

The women in this study managed to make sense of leaming with reflective 

assignments in a number of ways that are similar to the way in which they made sense of 

writing a reflective assignment: by tryin- and succeedinq, by usinç the guidelines, and by 

learnirig about reflective learning through course content. The fewer resources the learner 

had available to her as she tned to make sense of learning through reflective assignments, 

the more dificult it  was for her to have confidence in her new understanding. Dialogue 

between learner and instnictor, and among learners themselves, was viewed as being 

important throuçhout the entire process, but was particularly important at this stage 

because the Iearner needed to know that her understandings made sense to others. 

My conversations with the women in the adult education progam indicated that 

external resources can support making sense of leaniing through reflective assignments. 

Extemal resources include information about adult learning and development that enables 

the Iearner to learn about herseIf better as a learner, to validate her learning style, and to 

gain an understanding of the reflective learninç process. The two women in the adult 

education program pointed out that understanding ideas and concepts of adult education, 

and the assurnptions that support reflective learning assignments acted as resources in 

bridging the gap between teaching-centered experiences and learning-centered 

experiences. Bridging the gap enabled them to move fiom completing an assignment for 

the Insfnxt~r,  te hein2 ahle to view the activity as a personal learning tool in the 
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development of a reflective practitioner. ûther external resources mentioned by the 

participants included such things as suggestions for initiating the process, feedback that 

enables making connection between knowledge and feelings, and questions or feedback 

that enabled opportunities to re-fiame ideas. 

As the women gained increased self-awareness and self-confidence as learners, 

they also developed a persona1 process for reflective learning that was congruent with 

their personal style of learning. Laura used a process that is validated in the literature as 

an effective learning process. Helen used a process that she had been using in her 

personal life. She felt confident using her personal style of reflection in academic settings 

because it validated the new information she was receiving. She indicated that becoming 

more conscious of her persona1 style had allowed her to use it more effectiveiy. 

The data indicate that rnost of the women in this study wanted and would have 

benefited from more support in understanding the connections between learning and 

reflection. Various writers acknowledçe the importance of providing information about 

and support for reflective learning. Making sense of learning through reflective 

assiçnments involves understanding sevas an active constnictor of knowledçe, and 

reflection as the activity that supports the process. Loughran (1996), for example, points 

out that, if the aim of the pr-ogram is to develop reflective practitioners, it is important to 

focus on "the association between learning and reflection" (p. 18). The data indicate that 

as the learners in the Adult Education program gain an understanding of adult learning 

theories, they are more conscious of the association between iearning and reflection. 



5.5 Summary 

Reflective learning activities are based on assumptions about knowledge and 

leaming that are different fiom the assumptions that support the more familiar leaming 

activities in the university environment. Until fairly recently the only model of education 

available was a pedagogical model in which "the teacher has full responsibility for 

making al1 the decisions about what will be learned, how it will be learned, when it will 

be learned, and if it has been learned (Knowles, 1990, 54). Knowles describes the 

educational model with which these ten women were most familiar when they began their 

present program of study and encountered reflective assignments. 

Activities that are identified as reflective assignments recognize selfas a source of 

knowledge and leaming, and emphasize the role of persona1 experience in the learning 

process. The conversations with the ten women who participated in this study indicated 

that the process of makinç sense of refiective assignments is a two-stage process. The 

first stage involves makinç sense of the assignment itself. The second stage involves 

making sense of leaming through the reff ective assignment. In between the two stages is 

a restinç period or plateau where the learner can relax in the realization that she has 

knowledge that is important to her learning process and that is valued by the instructor. 

Most of the reflective assignment experiences described by the women in this 

study were limited to their most recent programs of study in adult education, nursing, and 

social work. Therefore, one might conclude that the adult education, nursing and social 

work programs have accepted that, although information is important and necessary, 

beyond the requirement of information "[slelf-understanding and connectedness is now 

&me- essenri-.! te h~!man prnh!pm s n l v i n ~  and even diwrivey nf new knnwledee" 
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(Bevis & Watson, 1989, 3). Lewis and William (1994) write that over the past decade 

experiential learning activities, including reflecting on experience, have become accepted 

by adult educators as "fundamental to meaningful learning" (p.5). Although self- 

understanding may be understood as important to the learning process, the women 

indicate that not every learning environment provides the extemal resources to support 

learning and development through reflective assignrnents. 

Learning to be reflective as a Iearner supports becoming a reflective practitioner, 

but cornpleting reflective assignrnents does not necessarily mean that the learner is 

developing reflective learning skills. When the learner is able to make sense of both 

writing reflective assignments and learning through reflective assignrnents, the course 

requirement becomes more of a tool for Iearning and less of an assignment for the 

instructor. 



Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

6.0 Introduction 

The use of refi ective assignments is a relatively recent development in the 

academic environment, and supports a belief that an important goal of education is 

helping learncrs become more aware of themselves and of their own knowledge about 

what they are experiencing and learning. The purpose of this study was to explore how 

mature women learners experience and understand reflective assignments as a learning 

activity. The data indicated that not al1 the learners in this study welcomed the 

opportunity to leam using reflective learning activities. Further, some of the learners, 

those who had experienced positive Iearning outcomes from completing reflective 

assignments, indicated that an initial encounter with a reflective assignment created a 

siçnificant amount of confusion and discomfort. The data provided some understanding 

about the learning needs of mature woinen learners when completing reflective 

assignments, and served as a base for rnaking suggestions to reduce learner's confusion 

and discomfort, and to increase learner's awareness of personal learning. 

An inductive and grounded approach to the study enabled me to conduct face-to- 

face interviews and use a constant comparative process to analyze the data and guide the 

direction ofthe study. The data analysis identified a two-stage process in Iearning to 

complete reflective assignments, with a stabilizing or resting periad between the two 

stages. The first stage requires the learner to make sense of what it means to wnte a 

reflective assignment. The second stage requires the Iearner to make sense of what it 

means to lem thrniioh writino reflective assipments. Between the two stages is a resting 
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penod or plateau in which the validation of personal knowledge becornes important to the 

learning process because it enables the learner to recognize herself as a knowing and 

knowledgeable person. 

Recommendations arising From the study are directed to instructors who are in 

positions to facilitate and enable the learning experiences of leamers who must complete 

a reflective assignment as part of their course requirements. The next two sections 

describe my conclusions, recommendations, and siiggestions for further study. 

6.1 Conclusions and Recommendations 

When 1 began tliis study 1 was aware that within the literature on adult learning, 

reflection is recognized as an essential component of effective learning. 1 knew that the 

courses in the adult education prograni usually have course requirements that include a 

journal, an autobioçraphical, or a reflective paper. Most of the courses that 1 took also 

included a paper, sometimes called a letter to the professor, describing what 1 had learned 

as a result of taking the course. 1 was also aware that some courses in the social work and 

nursinç programs required reflective assignments. Except for one journal assiçnment that 

was required for an Intersession undergraduate course, 1 had no previous experience with 

reflective assignments. However, 1 welcorned these reflective assignments and preferred 

them over the essays and academic papers with whch 1 was more farniliar. 1 knew that 

some learners felt the sarne way that 1 did. while other learners were very uncomfortable 

with reflective assignments. 

The interview data provided me with information about the experiences and 

iinririrrtandingc cf ten w~men, QVY the nge nf th+, whn ha? c~rnpl~t~! !  af IPUC~ nne 
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reflective assignment. Most of the women 1 interviewed, when thinking back to the 

reflective assignments they have completed, remembered the assignments as positive 

experiences that supported personal growth and development. Most confirmed that their 

reflective assignments supported a reflective process that is different fiom their usual 

academic assignments. The women told me that a reflective process that included 

personal knowledge and experience increased their understanding about themselves as 

persons and atout themselves in relation to the course information or experiences. 

Reflective assignments enabled persona1 growth and development that felt whole to the 

women. Apps (1996) wntes that although most of us believe that we learn only with our 

heads, we are in fact a combination of intellect, emotion, body, and mind, and that 

effective leaming requires that the whole person be used in the learning process. 

The strongest impression 1 gained From the data, however, was that even though 

most of the women valued the outcomes of reflective learning activities, they either 

remernbered having, or continued to have feelings of concern regardinç what was 

expected from the assignment. 1 understood that they would have felt more confident and 

would have learned more effectively if they had a greater understanding about learning in 

çeneral and reflective leaming in particular. Their willingness and ability to engage in the 

reflective learning process increased when they felt assured that the instmctor valued 

reflective learning activities and validated selfas a source of knowledge and learning. 

In most university courses, assignments have traditionally been understood as 

activities completed in order for the instmctor to evaluate the learning that has taken 

place in the leamer. Tnstnictors who use reflective assignments, like the learners who 

=..lis? ccmp!ete these tssigfizems, m q  nez! z!Siticnz! knnw!edge &CE? v!?!h:t CE he 
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leamed through reflective assignments and about the connections between learning and 

retlection. They may need mentors to enable them to make the transition fiom 

transmitting information and skills, to supporting and enabling learning and development. 

For example, as long as instructors retain responsibility for evaluating reflective 

assignments, the learners may have dificulty understanding reflective activities as 

personal learning tools. The two women who had taken adult education courses for two 

years stand out ffom the other women as having embraced a reflective learning stance 

that includes understanding the assigriment as a personal learning tool. 

Most of the women indicated that lack of directions and guidance From instructors 

increased their feelings of uncertainty about what the instructors expected them to learn 

from the activity. The feelings of discomfort and uncertainty created roadblocks to 

effective learning. MacKeracher (1996) writes that because learning is fundamental to 

our humanness, the role of the instructor is to avoid creating roadblocks to the process of 

learning; and if roadblocks do occur, to neutralize them. My Iearning ffom this study 

guides the suggestions in the next five sections: 

1. Acknowledçe the learners' need to make meaning of the what, why, and how 

of reflective assignments 

2. Acknowledge and validate the diversity of learners in the learning environment 

3. Acknowledge and validate the disorientation leamers may be experiencing 

4.Acknowledge and validate personal experience and knowledge as important to 

the learning process, in addition to introducing new information 

5.Acknowledge that some learners may be unable or unwilling to make sense of 

the airiqnmen! 
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These suggestions may assist instructors to avoid creating roadblocks and rnay aid 

them to facilitate and enable effective reflective assignments. 

6.1.1 Acknowledge the learners' need to know the what, why, and how of refiective 

assignments 

The initial stage of making sense of writing the re8ective assignrnent c m  be 

supported by initiating a discussion about what the leamers understand about reflective 

assignments. The instructor can contribute herhis understanding about the wiiat, hotu. 

and why of reflective learning. Instructors need to know their objectives for the 

assignment and to communicate these objectives to the learners. Instructors need ro 

model the reflective leaming approach in order support the unfamiliar learning activity. 

They can model this approach by building rapport, between instructor and students and 

among students themselves, that legitimizes differences in perspectives and partnerships 

in learning. 

The women in this study indicated that it is helpful to have some suggestions for 

beginning the writing process. Sorne of the women found that Iooking at examples of 

reflective writing gave them confidence in their ability to do the assignments. Beginning 

with a stmctured approach to the assignment enables the learner to gain confidence in her 

ability and eventually find the reflective process that best suits her style of learning. 

6.1.2 Acknowledge and validate the divcrsity of Iearners in the environment 

Instructors are advised to avoid assuminç that al1 learners know how to complete 

a reflective assignment. Learners bring their personal experiences with learning to the 

learning environrnent. Some leamers rnay have completed numerous reflective 

assionments: while others may be encountering them for the first time. Even learners who 
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have completed a nurnber of reflective assignments rnay have previously been unable to 

make sense of writing such assignrnents. 

One suggestion is to facilitate periodic cIass discussions about leamers' 

experiences with completinç their reflective assignments. Such discussions will enable 

learners to articulate their concems and will provide an opportunity for the instructor to 

acknowledge and validate the diversity of learners as a positive aspect of the Iearning 

environment. Those leamers who have never completed a reflective assignment will not 

feel alone, and those with more experience can act as a support and resource for those 

with less experience. 

6.1.3 Acknowledge and validate the disorientation the learners may be experiencing 

Instmctors who use reflective assignments as part of course requirements need to 

be aware that the traditional approach to learning can create a number of roadblocks to 

completing reflective assignments. Some learners have learned that intemal knowledge 

and personal feelings are not academically sound. Some have learned how to write the 

expected academic paper, but do not know how to wnke a reflective paper. Most learners 

have more understanding of learning as a goal or outcome, and less understanding of 

learning as a process. Most have less experience with completing an assignment in order 

to personally understand what they have Iearned, and more experience with completing 

an assignment to demonstrate that they have learned what the instnictor wanted thern to 

learn. 

Class activities that encourage the learner to attend to personal feelings about the 

assignment may provide opportunities to acknowledge disorientation as a reasonable 

reipnnce !n an unfscmi!lrir ectivity 
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6.1.4 Acknowledge and validate personal experience and knowledge as important to 

the learning process, in addition to introducing new information. 

Learners need feedback that validates personal knowing and is sensitive to 

introducing ideas and questions that may support the leamer in re-framing her 

perspective. Some learners need questions that enable them to access their feeling self. 

Autobiographical writing, for example, enables validation of the leamer's personal 

experience and knowledge, and helps the leamer to feel like a knower among academic 

knowers. 

Various writers indicate that confirmation of self as a knower is especially 

important to the learning experience of most women. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger. and 

Tarule (1986) point out that "[iln the masculine myth, confirmation [of the self as 

knower] comes not at the beginninç of education but at the end. . . . For women, 

confirmation and community are prerequisites rather than consequences of developrnent" 

(pp. 193-194). Litner, Rossiter, and Taylor (1992) emphasis the importance of activities 

that enable Ieamers to identify and articulate their experiences and knowledge, and 

indicate that when learners begin to articulate personal experience and knowledge, the 

instructor can begin to introduce the "teacherly contributions, the knowledge of the 

discipline" (p.299). 

Making sense of leaming through reflective assignments is supported by 

information about reflection and learning processes, by guidelines and feedback that 

enable confidence with the assignment, and by a non-hierarchical learning environment 

that models and values reflective learning. 



6.1.5 Acknowledge that some learners may be unable or unwilling to make sense of 

the assignment as tool for personal learning 

Despite the instructor's best efforts, some Iearners may be unable or unwilling to 

make the transition tiom doing a reflective assignment for the instructor to using a 

reflective assignment as a tool for persona1 learning. One of the women in the study 

expressed her belief that the right "chemistry" must be present in the learning 

environment in order for reflective assignments to be effective learning activities. The 

instructor who uses reflective assignments can model the reflective stance by being a 

reflective learner who is constantly learning fiom herlhis practice as an instructor. Powell 

( 1985) wntes that, in his efforts to help students become reflective learners, he frequently 

alters his approach in "an attempt to close the gap between ideal and reality" (p.50). 

6.2 Suggestions for Further Studies 

Issues raised by some of the women in this study indicate the need for research 

that explores instructors' understandings and experiences with reflective assignments. 

What are the resources and obstacles to usinç reflective assiçnments as part of course 

requirernents? 

Learners fiom a variety of programs take adult education courses. Some of these 

learners have no previous experience with reflective assignments. A study that explores 

the experiences of these learners might contribute fùrther to knowledçe about how to 

enable and support learners in using reflective assignments as a tool for learning and 

development. 



6.3 Summary 

This study provides adult educators with information about the experiences and 

understandings of ten women, over the age of thirty, who have completed at least one 

reflective assignment as a course requirement. The data indicate that such experiences 

tend to be limited to courses in the adult education, nursing, and social work programs. 

Reflective assignments include such activities as journal keeping, reflective papers, 

autobiographicai papers, and learning and self-assessment papers. Most of the women 

understood a reflective assignment as different from the more familiar academic 

assiçnment. Most told me that the process of completing a reflective assignments enables 

validation of personal knowing, increased self-awareness, and increased retention of 

learning. Some of the women indicated that reflective assignments provide opportunities 

to self-assess their personal learning From the course. A few of the women experienced 

reflective assignments as having no effect, or a negative effect, on their learning. The 

experience of not learning From completing reflective assignments appeared to be related 

to the lack of resources to enable and support reflective learninç, to previous learning 

experiences, and to the leamer's understanding about knowledge and learning. 

The data analysis identified a two-stage process in learning to complete a 

reflective assignment. The f'irst stage involves making sense of writing the assignment. 

The second stage involves making sense of learning through the assignment. Between the 

two-stages is a resting period or plateau that enables the leamer to understand and 

vaiidate herself as a knower and her personal knowledge as important in the learninç 

process. Extemal resources such as guidelines, feedback, and information about what is 

h w n .  qhniit di'!! !ezrning czn q p n y t  cnmp!eting z r ~ f l e c f i ~  aosijnment znd 
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understanding reflective assignments as a tool for personal learning. Further research is 

needed to help educators understand how to create a mentoring culture for both learners 

who rnust complete reflective assignments and the instructors who assign reflective 

assignments. 



Bibliography 

Apps, J. W. (1 996). Teaching from the hearf. Malabar, FL: Kreiger Publishing Company. 

B axter-Mago Ida, M. ( 1 992). K~owirtg and reasoni~ig in college: Gender-related pnfierrrs 
iri srlidents ' intellect~ral devdopmeni. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Belenky, M. F., Clinchy, B. M., Goldberger, N. R., & Tarule, J. M. (1986). Women's 
ways of kiowing: The development of seiJ voice, and mit~d. New York, NY: Basic 
Books. 

Bevis, E. O., & Watson, J. ( 1989). Toward a caring cl~rrimlitm: A m v  pedqogy for 
mrsing. New York: National League of Nursing. 

Boud, D. (1987). A facilitator's view of adult learning. In D. Boud & V. Grifin (Eds.), 
A pprecintirtg ndirlts Ienrtiitig: From the lemiers' perspective ( p p. 222-239). 
London: Kogan Page. 

Boud, D., Keogh, R., & Walker, D. (1985). What is retlection in learning. In D. Boud, R. 
Keogh, & D. Walker (Eds.), ReJection: lirrrti~tg exprrieilce Ulro kamittg ( p p .  7- 
17). London: Kogan Page. 

Boyd, E.M. & Fales, A. W. (1983). Reflective learning: Key to Iearning from experience. 
Journal of Humanistic Psvcholoq, 3 (2), 99- 1 17. 

BrookfIeld, S. D. ( 1995). Becoming a crificnlly reflective teacher. San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass. 

Carfagna, R. (1995). A developmental core cumculum for adult women. New Directions 
for Adult and Continuine Education, 65, 53-61. 

Caffarella, R. S. & Barnett, B. (1994). Characteristics of adult learners and foundations of 
experiential learning. New Directions for Adult and Continuing Education, 62, 
29-42. 

Clinchy, B. M. (1996). Connected and separate knowing: Toward a marriage of two 
minds. In N. Goldberger, J. Tarule, B. Clinchy, & M. Belenky (Eds.), K~roivledge, 
diflererices, andpower: Essays inspired by womerl 's ways of krrowing ( p p .  205- 
244). New York: Basic Books. 

Clinchy, B. & Zirnmerman, C. (1985). Work inprogress, 110.19. Growing tip 
intellectrrally: Ismes for college women. Wellesley MA: Wellesley Collele, The 
Stone Center. 

Cranton. P. (1992). Working with adtilt learners. Toronto: Wall & Emerson Inc. 



Cranton, P. (1 998) No m e  way: Teachit~g afid leamilrg iti higher edrrccrtiort. Toronto: 
Wall & Emerson Inc. 

Deshler, D. & Hagan, N. (1989). Adult education research: Issues and directions. In S. B. 
Memam & P. M. Cunningham (Eds.), Hundbook ofaciidf atid ccll~tirtriir~g 
ed~cufion (pp. 147- 167). San Francisco: Jossey- Bass. 

Edson, C. W. (1988). Our past and present: Historicai inquiry in education. In R. R. 
Sherman & R. B.Webb (Eds.), Qimlitative research in edzicnrion: Foclis arrd 
methcd (pp.44-58). Lewes (UK): The FaImer Press. 

Elbow, P. ( 1973). Writit~g ivitlioitt feuchers. New York: Oirford University Press. 

Freire, P. (1995). Pedagogy of the oppressed. In S. B. Memam (Ed.), Scrlecled~lriiittgs 
ut1 philosuphy utrd adidf ediicatiot? (secotd editiutr) (pp. 1 3 7- 146). Malabar, FL: 
Kreiger Publishing. 

Gallos, J. (1992). Educating women and men in the 2lS'century: Gender diversity, 
leadership opportunities. The Journal of Continuing Hicher Education, @ (1). 7- 
8. 

Gilligan, C. (1982). i r r  a diflerer~t voie. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Glaser, B. G. & Strauss, A. ( 1  967). The discovety ~Jgroinidedfheoy: Straregies for 
qualitative resenrch. Chicago: Aldine Press. 

ff olt, S. ( 1 994). Rcfrective joitrriai ivritirg am' ils effect oti ~eackit~g nd~rlts. The Y ear in 
Review vol. 3. (pp.3 1-54). Dayton, OH: Virsinia Adult Education Research 
Network. 

Janesick, V. (1998). Streichii~g rxrrcises for qiralifufive resec1rchers. Thousand Oaks: 
CA: Sage. 

Kaufman, S.  R. (1994). In-depth interviewing. In J. Gubrium & A. Sankar (Eds.), 
Qimliiorive meihori.~ irl agirrg research (pp. 123- 13 6). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Kerka, S. ( 1996). Jowrral wriritg ancl ad~rft feamiqq. ERIC Digest No. 174. Columbus, 
OH: ERlC Clearinghouse on Adult, Career, and Vocational Education (ED 399 
4 13). 

Knowles, M. (1990). The adldt leamer: A treglected species Cforirth.editiotd. Houston: 
Gulf PubIishing. 

Kolb, D. (1993). The process of experiential learning. In M. Thotpe, R. Edwards, & A. 
Hansnn (Eds ), rrrlri~re mtdnrnces.ves qf oddt edrmrion (?p. 1 3 8- 1 56). New 
York: Routledge. 

IO8 



Lewis, L. H., & William, C. J. (1994). Experiential learning: Past and present. New 
Directions for Adult and Continuins Education, B, 5-16. 

Litner, B., Rossiter, A., & Taylor, M. (1992). The equitable inclusion of women in higher 
education: Some consequences for teaching. Canadian Journal of Education, 
(3), 286-302. 

Loughran, J. (1 996). Developirig refective practice: Learriit~g about teachirig md 
learriirig throicgh moùelirig. London: The Falmer Press. 

MacKeracher, D. (1993). Women as leamers. In T. Barer-Stein & J. A. Draper (Eds.), 
The crcrfr of teachitig adrlts (Rev. ed.) (pp.7 1-86). Toronto: Culture Concepts Inc. 

MacKeracher, D. (1996). Makitig setise of adirlt learrling. Toronto: Culture Concepts Inc. 

Main, A. (1985). Reflection and the development of learning skills. In D. Boud, R. 
Keogh, & D. Walker (Eds. ), Reflection: Tirrriitig experietice itiîo lenrtiirig (pp.9 1 - 
99). London: Kogan Page. 

Melamed, L., & Devine, 1. (1988). Women and learning style: An exploratory study. In P. 
Tancred-Sheriff (Ed.), Femitrist research prospect nrd retrospec! (pp.69-79). 
Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press. 

Merriam, S. B. & Simpson, E. (1995). A guide to research for fncikitors atld trnit~ers of 
a h i l s  (2nd ed.). Malabar, FL: Kreiger Publishing. 

Mezirow, J. ( 1985). A critical theory of self-directed learning. New Directions for Adults 
and Continuing Education, î5, 17-3 0. 

Mezirow, J. (1 997). Transformative learning: Theory to practice. New Directions for 
Adults and Continuinn Education, 74, 5- 12. 

Michelson, E. (1996). Usual suspects: Experience, reflection and the (en)gendering of 
knowledge. International Journal of Lifelone Education, fi (6), 438-454. 

Powell, I. P. (1985). Autobiographical learning. In D. Boud, R. Keogh, & D. Walker 
(Eds.), Rejlectiorl: Tirnlitig experiertce iriio Iearnirig (pp.4 1 -5 I ). London: Kogan 
Page. 

Reason, P. & Marshall, J. (1987). Research as persona1 process. In D. Boud & V. Griffin 
(Eds.), Appreciatitig add i  /earriitig: From the learner 'sperspeciise (pp. 1 12- 126). 
London: Kogan Page. 



Riger, S. (1992). Epistemological debates, feminist voices: Science, social values, and the 
study of women. Amencan Psvchologist, g, 730-740. 

Rubin, H. J. & Rubin, 1. S. (1 995). Qrralitafive iriferviewir~g: The urt of hearirtg data. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Schon, D. A. (1987). Gii~catirg the rejlective practifiorrer. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
Inc. 

Scott, S. (1998). The grieving sou1 in the transformation process. New Directions for 
Adult and Continuing Education, 74, 4 1-50, 

Smith, D. E. (1991) An analysis of ideologicai structures and how women are excluded: 
Considerations for academic wornen. In J. Gaskell & A, McLaren (Eds.), Wumerr 
anci educaiiot~ (2" edjtion) (pp.233-256). Calgary: Detseiig Enterprises Limited. 

Smith, O. E. (1990). The coticept~~af practices of power. Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press. 

Spradley, J. (1979). The ethrtographic itlkwiew. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston 

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990). Basi~*s of qi tal i /~~~iiv  resenrch: (hirrrded rheoty 
procedures arid techriiqttes. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Taylor, K. & Marienau, C. (1995). Conclusion. New Directions for Adults and 
Continuing Education, 65,93-94. 

Taylor, K. (1995). Sitting beside herself Self-assessment and women's adult 
developrnent. New Directions for Adults and Continuins Education, 65, 2 1-28, 

Waldcn, P. (1995). Journal writing: A tool for women developing as knowers. New 
Directions for Adults and Continuing Education, g, 13-20. 



Appendix A 

Interview Schedule 

Review the outline of the study as indicated in the consent form, answer any remaining 

questions the participant may still have about the study, and have the informed consent 

form (Appendix C) signed in dupIicate. One copy of the form remains with the 

participant and the researcher retains the other copy. 

1. Will you begin by telling me about your most recent experience with completing a 

reflective assignment for one of your courses? 

>What types of refl ective assignments have you completed? 

>How is this recent experience the same or different from other 

experiences? 

>If 1 overheard a group of Iearners talking among themselves about a 

reflective assignment they had to complete, what miçht 1 hear them 

saying? 

2. How do you understand reflective assignments in relation to your academic growth 

and development? 

>What do you understand as hnctions of reflective assignments? 

>Will you take me through the process of writinç a reflective assignment? 

>What helps the process? What hinders the process? 

> Are you aware of growth and development as a result of reflective 

assignments? 

3. How do you understand reflective assignments in relation to your personal 

development? 

4. When we talk about reflection, how do you understand that word? 

5. 1s there anything else you would like to tell me about completing reflective 

assignments? 



Appendix B 

Interview Schedule 

Review the outline of the study as indicated in the consent form, answer any remaining 

questions the participant may still have about the study, and have the informed consent 

form (Appendix C) signed in duplicate. One copy of the fom remains with the 

participant and the researcher retains the other copy. 

1. Let's begin by talking about your expenences with completing refl ective assignments 

for your course work. 

What types of reflective assignments have you completed? 

What was your first experience in doing such an assignment like? 

How is your most recent experience sirnilar or different? 

2. 1 would like to hear about the process you foIIow in completing a reflective 

assignrnent. 

3. What instructions were provided for doing reflective assignments? 

What supports were avaitable for completing the assignment? 

What problems did you encounter in completing the assignment? 

4. How do you understand the purpose of completing reflective assignments? 

5. How do you understand reflective assignments as a means for evaluating your 

learning i n  the course? 

6. 1 would like to hear about the effect reflective assignments have had on your learning 

and developrnent? in relation to the course 

in relation to your professional development 

in relation to you persona1 development 

7. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about completing reflective 

assignments? 



Appendix C 
Informeci Consent Form 

This form reviews the personal research project that 1 discussed with you previously. 1 
am a Master's of Education candidate in the Faculty of Education at the University of 
New Brunswick. To compIete the degree 1 must cany out a research project and submit 
the analysis of the results to an examining committee. The following is an outline of the 
study. 
Researcher: Joan Brewer, under the supervision of Dr. D. M. MacKeracher, Faculty of 
Education, UNB, Fredericton, N.B. 
Purpose: The object of this study is to explore how mature women learners in higher 
education'understand and experience reflective assignments in relation to their learning 
and development. 
Benefits: 1 anticipate that the data will provide insights into the learning needs of mature 
women learners regarding reflectivê assignrnents, and may contribute to our 
understanding of strategies that assist al1 learners. 
Procedure: The data wil1 be collected in individual interviews that are expected to last 60 
to 90 minutes. The location and the time of the interview will be at your convenience. 
Each interview will be audiotaped in order to ensure that no information is lost. Emerging 
arialysis and conclusions will be shared with you, whenever possible, in order to clarify 
my ideas about the development of meanings, patterns and understandings From the data. 
Rights of the participant: 

Any information shared with me will be strictly confidential and your participation 
will be kept codidential. 
You will not be personally identified in any report or publication of this study, and 
any information that may link the discussion to you will be disguised through the use 
of pseudonyms and by removing any information that might identiQ you. 
The interview tapes will not be heard by anyone else, and will be erased once the 
interview has been transcribed with any personally identifjing information removed. 
You are free to withdraw at any time and to refuse to answer any questions. No 
reasons need be given for such rehsal or withdrawal. 
You will have the opportunity to receive a summary of the final report if you so 
desire. 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project. 

The study described above has been explained to me and I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions. 1 have read the above outline ofthe study and understand it. 1 voluntarily 
agree to be interviewed as part of data gathering for Joan Brewer's research project. 

Signature of participant Date 

Joan E.Brewer (Researcher) Phone # Date 
One copy of this consent form is to be left with the participant. A second copy is to be 
kept by the researcher. 




