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Abstract

Frameworks for reflective learning have developed over the past 40 years as researchers
and practitioners have sought to enhance the learning journey. Some of these models
include reflection as a necessary stage in the process of transforming experience into
knowledge. Other models intimate that reflective activity happens at higher stages of
competency. Some adult learners may have encountered reflective activities and theories in
their workplaces as part of personal development planning or on previous educational
courses in meeting a particular learning outcome. But, how do tertiary distance learners,
who often have varied employment and educational backgrounds, relate to the notion of

reflection?

This thesis employed a phenomenographic approach to identify the ways in which distance
learners at the UK’s Open University conceptualise reflection. The first phase of this
research collected data through the use of an open-ended questionnaire to explore the
different ways in which distance learners conceptualise reflection. A second phase involved
three longitudinal case studies of level 1 undergraduate students. This study investigated
the extent to which distance learners’ conceptions of reflection change during their
university experience. A final study explored distance learners’ conceptions of reflection on
a postgraduate professional-development module. This third study attempted to determine
whether distance learners with more experience of higher education hold different

conceptions of reflection than distance learners with less university experience.

1ii



Findings from this thesis offer a set of seven qualitatively different conceptions of
reflection held by tertiary distance learners. Owing to certain individual and institutional
factors, distance learners’ conceptions of reflection often change during their higher
education experience. While literature suggests that distance learners with more experience
of higher education may hold more sophisticated conceptions of reflection, their ability to

articulate these conceptions may be restricted because of tacit knowledge.

Conclusions from this thesis have pedagogical implications for distance learning providers
in terms of how reflective learning components are embedded in the curriculum. Distance
educators will benefit from a growing understanding of students’ conceptions of reflection
in considering how facilitative strategies can promote learning and epistemological
development through reflection. Finally, the findings of this study will contribute to the

existing body of knowledge related to reflection and development in higher education.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background

This thesis was motivated by a desire to know more about what students in higher
education think about reflection. At the time of starting this PhD, I had worked for several
years managing distance learning activities for prisoners and as a distance lecturer for the
UK’s Open University. The prisoner-learners and my own students frequently commented
on the reflective activities that were embedded in their learning materials and assessments.
They wondered why reflection was important, why they needed to do these reflective tasks.
These students’ questions piqued my curiosity on the matter. Although I could see the
inherent benefits of reflection, I wondered what students—particularly distance learners—

really thought about reflection.

Initially, this thesis was designed to explore conceptions of reflection among tertiary
distance learners studying from prison. However, after significant problems gaining access
to prisoners as research participants, the focus of this thesis shifted to tertiary distance
learners in general. Distance learners were the focus for this thesis because my own
curiosities stemmed from my work with distance learners and my teaching experience was
heavily based around distance pedagogies. Apart from these fundamental reasons, there
were other characteristics of distance learners that made this group more appealing to study
than, say, traditional university students. Distance learners are often nontraditional students.
This means, among other things, that they possess a different set of life experience, work

experience, and motivations for undertaking a learning programme than traditional



university students (Rautopuro & Vaisanen, 2001). In studying the different ways
university students consider reflection, distance learners offered a potentially rich source of

data.

In 2008, I had the opportunity to formally investigate this topic during a Master of Research
(MRes) programme with The Open University. My dissertation explored distance learners’
perceptions of reflective activities. This research involved interviews with distance learners
enrolled on The Open University’s ‘Openings’ programme (a set of modules pitched at pre-
level 1 university study). At that time, the Openings curricula included three assessments
per module. As part of each assessment, the students were asked to complete a short
reflective task. Interviews with these students suggested that although some of the students
could see the importance of these reflective tasks, many of them perceived the tasks as
challenging, pointless and as barriers to engaging with the actual coursework (Alden,

2009a).

These findings ignited my motivation to understand more about students’ perceptions of
reflective tasks in their university modules. Around this same time, I began reviewing
literature on students’ conceptions of learning and on epistemological development. These
areas of research pointed to the influence of learners’ conceptual frameworks and personal
belief systems on their approaches to learning. An idea for a PhD thesis started to take

shape. This thesis represents this part of my research journey.



1.2 Context

Nowadays, reflection and reflective practice pervade myriad workplace and educational
contexts. Reflection is described as the ‘cornerstone’ of reflective practice (Eby, 2000, p.
53) and reflective practice is described as the ‘bedrock’ of contemporary professional
development (Eby, 2000, p. 52; Finlay, 2008, p. 1). Reflective practice is particularly
central to certain professional domains, including teaching (Christie & Kirkwood, 2006)
and nursing (Quinn, 2005). Critics have referred to reflective practice in the workplace as a
‘bandwagon’ onto which professionals have jumped in order to legitimise their practice
(Jarvis, 1992). However, the mainstream view seems to suggest that being a reflective
practitioner is an important aspect of workplace learning and a chief characteristic of being

effective in one’s role.

Higher education institutions champion the idea of fostering reflective practitioners, often
viewing reflective practice as a key learning outcome (Barnett, 1992). Increasingly,
universities are embedding reflective practice into the curriculum, especially in courses that
lead to professional qualifications (Stewart & Richardson, 2000; Alden, 2009b; Ross,
2011). In 2001, the Quality Assurance Agency called for a ‘progress file’ for each learner
in higher education. These files consist of a personal development plan (PDP) and a
transcript of scholastic achievement. PDPs are a formal way of recording a learner’s (or a
practitioner’s) reflections on their ‘learning, performance and/or achievement’ in order to
help them plan for future development (QAA, 2001, p. 9). PDPs are considered an
important link between employability, enterprise and employer engagement (Watts &

Butcher, 2008).



Apart from reflection being part of professional development, and therefore important to
enhancing employability, there is a wealth of literature that suggests reflection is the key to
being a ‘transformational’ learner and an agent of one’s own learning (see Mezirow, 1990;
Brockbank & McGill, 1998, p. 4). Central to this, some literature hints that reflection can
promote deeper level learning (Clare, 2007, Davys & Beddoe, 2009). Despite these
apparent advantages to developing and promoting reflective skills, is it reasonable to
assume that all learners will have the same understanding of reflection or the same

perspective on reflection in learning?

1.3 Aims of this thesis

The broad aim of this thesis is to identify the ways in which distance learners on higher
education courses conceptualise reflection in terms of learning and how those notions
change as these learners progress into higher level courses. These are more clearly stated as

three research questions.

Research questions

Research question 1: What are distance learners’ conceptions of reflection?

Research question 2: To what extent do distance learners’ conceptions of reflection change

during their higher education experience?



Research question 3: To what extent do distance learners with more experience of higher
education hold different conceptions of reflection from distance learners who have less

experience of higher education?

1.4 Research brief
This thesis comprises three separate studies. Each of the studies addresses each of the
research questions, respectively. Table 1.1 outlines the design of this thesis in terms of

purpose, sample, data collection and analysis for each study.



Table 1.1: Design of this thesis

Study 1 (May 2010)

Study 2 (February to
October 2011)

Study 3 (October 2011)

Purpose

Sample

Data
collection
tools

Analysis

To investigate
distance learners’
conceptions of
reflection in higher
education.

33 women
(mean age 43 years
old)

17 men
(mean age 45 years
old)

Open-ended postal
questionnaire

Phenomenographic
analysis: outcome
space and
exploration of
variance

To explore how distance
learners’ conceptions of
reflection change during
their level 1 undergraduate
experience.

19 women
(mean age 43 years old)

14 men
(mean age 45 years old)

Face-to-face interviews,

telephone interviews, email

interviews

Phenomenographic
analysis of longitudinal
data supported by
inferential statistics

To understand whether
distance learners studying
at higher levels of
university hold different
conceptions of reflection
than those studying at
lower levels.

8 women
(mean age 52 years old)

4 men
(mean age 53 years old)

Open-ended online
questionnaire

Phenomenographic
analysis supported by
inferential statistics

1.4.1 Site for data collection

Although other universities offer distance learning courses, the UK’s Open University is a

relevant source of data for two reasons. First, The Open University was designed to be a

distance learning provider and has, since its launch in 1969, become a well established



higher education institution. Its approach to distance learning is called ‘supported open
learning’. |

This [supported open learning] means that you study on your own, either

at home or wherever suits you—reading, watching or listening to materials

supplied, doing course activities and assignments with regular support

from your tutor. (Open University, 2012a)
Approaches to distance learning and teaching at The Open University are not in their
infancy, as may be the case with other universities. Second, as a full-time research student
and an Associate Lecturer at The Open University, I was aware of the systems and structure

of the University and could easily work within its parameters.

The Open University also offered the benefit of capturing data from a diverse student
population. Students on Open University modules come from a variety of educational and
employment backgrounds. And, as mentioned previously, this diversity was particularly

appealing in understanding the different ways learners conceptualise reflection.

1.4.2 Participants
Study 1 used data collected from a sample of Open University students studying any
module at any level. This sampling strategy was chosen to gain insight into distance

learners’ conceptions of reflection in general.

Study 2 aimed to understand the effect of higher education on distance learners’

conceptions of reflection. For this study, I chose to sample learners on level 1



undergraduate modules because doing so provided an opportunity to elicit responses from
students whose previous experience of higher education was limited. It is possible that
students enrolled on level 1 modules have taken other higher education modules previously,
perhaps even at higher levels. Nevertheless, I assumed that level 1 students would offer a
rich source of data that, largely speaking, had been shaped by life experiences rather than
by formal education. I hoped this would provide a clearer foundation for considering

whether their experiences of higher education had changed their original ideas of reflection.

Study 3 used data from students on one of The Open University’s postgraduate modules. I
reasoned that this would offer insight into whether distance learners with more experience
of higher education hold different views of reflection from learners with less experience of

higher education.

1.4.3 Approach and methods

In order to explore distance learners’ understanding of reflection, a phenomenographic

approach was adopted for all of the studies in this thesis.
Phenomenography is a research method adapted for mapping the qualitatively
different ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and
understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world around them.
(Marton, 1986, p. 31)

A phenomenographic approach involves probing and interpreting individuals’ accounts of

their ideas and experiences related to a certain concept; in this case: reflection.



Interviews were used to elicit accounts and ideas from the research participants. These were
carried out in several ways: face-to-face, over the telephone and through email exchanges.
Each of these modes offered opportunities for in-depth discussions. Careful questioning
encouraged the participants to articulate their ideas as fully as possible (Booth, 1997;

Bowden, 2000).

Open-ended questionnaires were also used in this thesis. These were distributed by post
(Study 1) and online (Study 3). They were used in order to collect written responses and
accounts from a geographically distributed sample without the resource investment
associated with interviewing (Sapsford, 2007, p. 109). These written responses offered a

rich source of manageable data (Akerlind, 2005b).

Although this thesis was approached using qualitative methods, quantitative methods were
also used in Studies 2 and 3 to offer another perspective on the findings and to summarise
demographic variables. An ideographic approach is desirable for understanding individuals’
conceptions of reflection in their personal contexts, which is the main tenet of
phenomenographic research. However, a nomothetic approach was helpful in knowing
more about the participants as a group and in determining whether comparisons between

and among participants could be supported by inferential statistics.

1.5 The significance of the research
Understanding the ways students think about reflection has implications for higher

education institutions as they design curricula and implement employability-enhancing



strategies. Teachers, whether face-to-face or distant, need to ‘understand’ and ‘aspire to’
the mental frameworks that ‘students use to understand the world’ in order to be effective
in their roles (Makoe, 2007, p. 5). Literature has suggested that a student’s conception of
learning will influence his or her approach to learning (e.g. Svensson, 1977). Therefore, it
is important for teachers to understand their students’ conceptions of learning in order to
improve the learning experience (Price & Richardson, 2003). Analogous to this, it is
important for teachers to understand students’ conceptions of reflection so that reflection

can be facilitated in an effective way.

1.6 Outline of the thesis

This thesis is set out in four parts. The first part comprises Chapters 1, 2 and 3 and provides
a backdrop for the studies in this thesis. The second part forms the section on methodology
and includes Chapters 4 and 5. The third part of the thesis presents Chapters 6, 7 and 8, all
of which report on the respective studies (Studies 1, 2 and 3) carried out for this research.
The final section of this thesis—Chapters 9—offers a discussion of the findings,

conclusions and reflections related to the studies herein and to the research journey.

Chapter 2: Reflection in learning—a review of literature

This chapter reviews literature dealing with reflection in learning, orientations to reflection
and conceptions of learning. It starts by presenting a mostly chronological account of
multiple theories and models of reflective learning. The chapter continues by discussing

literature related to the ways students may orientate to reflection. Research dealing with

10




conceptions of learning is investigated. Chapter 2 concludes by revisiting and refining the

rationale for research question 1.

Chapter 3: Conceptual change and epistemological development—a review of
literature

Chapter 3 is a continuation of the literature review for this thesis. A case is made for
locating this thesis research within the existing literature for epistemological development
rather than among literature dealing specifically with conceptual change. The chapter
continues by offering a discussion of theories and models pertaining to epistemological

development. Chapter 3 concludes by revisiting and refining research questions 2 and 3.

Chapter 4: Research approach

This chapter makes a case for taking a qualititative approach to the studies contained in this
thesis. Second, this chapter presents an argument for adopting a specific qualititative
approach: phenomenography. Third, a discussion of some of the issues and limitations
associated with phenomenographic research is presented. Aspects of phenomenographic
research, such as data collection and analysis are addressed. Chapter 4 concludes with a
statement regarding the chosen research approach along with summary points for moving

forward.

Chapter 5: Methods of data collection and analysis

This chapter continues the discussion of methodology but deals more specifically with

sources of data and with methods of data collection used in this project. First, this chapter
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discusses the interview as the primary method of data collection in phenomenographic
research. Second, this chapter outlines other methods employed in this thesis. Third, a brief
overview of phenomenographic analysis is presented. Finally, this chapter discusses ethical

considerations for working with human participants.

Chapter 6: Study 1—Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education

This chapter presents Study 1, which focused on investigating distance learners’
conceptions of reflection in higher education. Study 1 worked to address research question
1: What are distance learners’ conceptions of reflection? Chapter 6 provides a report on the
methods, participants, data, analysis and findings of Study 1. It concludes by setting the

scene for exploring research question 2 in the next chapter.

Chapter 7: Study 2—A longitudinal perspective on distance learners’ conceptions of
reflection in higher education

Chapter 7 reports on the research processes and findings from Study 2. Study 2 sought to
address research question 2: To what extent do distance learners’ conceptions of reflection
change during their higher education experience? This part of the research explored Open
University students’ conceptions of reflection throughout a level 1 module experience to

see whether there was any evidence of conceptual change.

Chapter 8: Study 3—Postgraduates’ conceptions of reflection

Chapter 8 reports on the research processes and findings from Study 3. Study 3 addressed

research question 3: To what extent do distance learners with more experience of higher

12



education hold different conceptions of reflection from distance learners with less
experience of higher education? This study investigated conceptions of reflection among

Open University students enrolled on an online postgraduate module.

Chapter 9: Discussion of findings and conclusions

This chapter discusses the findings from Studies 1, 2 and 3 and links these findings to
existing literature in order to locate and explore the outcomes of this research within
relevant knowledge. This chapter offers a holistic reflection on the findings by considering
the limitations and achievements of the thesis. Chapter 9 concludes with some issues and

ideas pertaining to further research and some final reflections on the research journey.
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Chapter 2: Reflection in learning—a review of literature

2.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews literature dealing with reflection in learning in order to refine and
contextualise the research questions outlined in Chapter 1. The first section explores
different ways of defining reflection. Then, the chapter offers a mostly chronological
overview of the development of theory related to the role of reflection in learning. The
chapter continues by considering learners’ orientations to reflection. Conditions for
reflection and the importance of context when considering reflection are discussed. The
chapter concludes by exploring literature on conceptions of learning, setting the scene for
investigating learners’ conceptions of reflection. Chapter 3 continues the literature review

section of this thesis by discussing literature on and around epistemological development.

2.2 Defining reflection in learning

A commonsensical definition of reflection explains the term as a way of considering
solutions to complex problems (Moon, 1999). For example, a statement such as ‘let me
reflect on that” suggests there is no obvious solution available and to come to a conclusion
requires a certain amount of thought. Such a view implies that reflection is a cognitive
process that facilitates problem solving, or a means of ‘validating what is known’ (Mezirow
& Associates, 1990, p. 18). But it also implies that this is done by drawing on one’s own
personal experiences, emotions, expectations, beliefs and other sources of knowledge

(Ekebergh, 2007). Reflection could therefore be defined as a process by which past
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experience is transformed into new knowledge as solutions to problems are considered and

then put into practice (Ruch, 2000).

Beyond the everyday perceptions of this term lie many theoretical frameworks for
considering the role that reflection plays in human development. While this relative
abundance of theories on reflection often gives way to ‘multiple and contradictory
understandings of reflective practice’ (Finlay, 2008, p. 1), the fundamental view of
reflection appears to remain the same. Reflection is the catalyst for transforming theory to
practice. This notion underpins the ways in which reflection is defined in learning contexts

(Dewey, 1910, p. 215).

The rest of this chapter considers various theoretical models of learning and development,
showing the ways in which reflection is depicted as an integral process. Many of these
frameworks include reflective activities as a stage in a continuous loop (Kolb, 1984;
Brookfield, 1987) or as a step in a developmental hierarchy or ‘ladder’ (van Manen, 1977,
Schon, 1987, p. 115). Others have intimated that reflective activity is located in higher
levels of thinking (Perry, 1970; Butler, 1996). These relatively popular views of reflection
all appear to be couched in terms of movement—in a loop, along a scale, up a ladder. It is
this implication of movement that raises the question: How do people experience the
Journey? And, perhaps more importantly: How do they relate to reflection as the mode of

conveyance?
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2.3 The role of reflection in learning
Dewey (1910) desbcribed a situation whereby there was a misunderstanding between two
people. He explained that, up to the point of the misunderstanding, it was unnecessary, even
‘imbecile’, to cogitate on commonly understood ideas. He continued by saying that the
resolution of the misunderstanding requires the two people to ‘dig up and compare the
presuppositions...on the basis of which each is speaking’ (pp. 214-215). In this way, the
implicit meaning is expressed and the root of the problem can be addressed. In this
example, Dewey explained that reflection was a necessary activity in challenging a set of
assumptions in order to learn from the situation.

Yet the fact that reflection originates in a problem makes it necessary at

some points consciously to inspect and examine this familiar background.

We have to turn upon some unconscious assumption and make it explicit.

(Dewey, 1910, p. 215)

Habermas (1974) wrote of the role of ‘self-reflection’ in illuminating the factors of personal
development that ultimately ‘determine a contemporary praxis of action and the conception
of the world’ (p. 22). In a manner analogous to Dewey, Habermas expounded on his views
of how reflection is the vehicle by which the unconscious moves to the conscious. His

account highlighted the benefits of transforming theory to practice.
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Self-reflection leads to insight due to the fact that what has previously been
unconscious is made conscious in a manner rich in practical
consequences...it renders explicit the intuitive knowledge that is given with
competence with respect to the rules in the form of ‘know how’. But this
theoretical knowledge has no practical consequences. By learning logic or
linguistics I acquire theoretical knowledge, but in general I do not thereby
change my previous practice of reasoning or speaking. (Habermas, 1974, p.

23)

Kolb (1984) theorised that knowledge ‘is continuously derived from and tested out in the
experiences of the learner’ (p. 27). Effective learners, according to Kolb, require four
particular ‘abilities’: the ability to engage in ‘concrete experiences’, the ability to ‘reflect on
and observe their experiences from many perspectives’, the ability to ‘create concepts that
integrate their observations into logically sound theories’ and the ability to ‘use these
theories to make decisions and solve problems’ (p. 30). Kolb depicted these abilities as a
continuous loop called the experiential learning cycle, Whefeby reflecting on an experience
leads the learner to theorise on this new knowledge. The transformation of experience to
knowledge occurs as the theories are applied to real life situations, where additional
concrete experiences are acquired and the loop continues (see Figure 2.1 for a simplified

version of Kolb’s cycle).
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Concrete
‘experience

Testing implications -Observations.
'of concepts in new: and reflections
situations,

Formation of abstract.
concepts and
generalisations.

Figure 2.1: Kolb’s experiential learning model—simplified (adapted from Kolb, 1984, p.

42)

A critical view of Kolb’s cycle suggests that the likelihood of a learning situation requiﬁng
a combination of all four abilities is low (Quinn, 2005). Kolb’s cycle has been criticised by
some who claim that while it is a useful tool for ‘day to day learning’ it is restricted to a
single-loop model of learning that does not take into account emerging information and
new ways of understanding phenomena (Brockbank & McGill, 1998, p. 44). Additionally,
the conscious engagement in this loop of learning through experience can be problematic.
Boud, Cohen and Walker (1993) described the process as a ‘struggle’ when trying to link

this model to formal learning contexts (p. 1).
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Although we spend most of our time learning from experience, this aspect of
learning is greatly neglected in comparison with that which takes place in the

formal classroom. (Boud et al., 1993, p. 1)

Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) proposed a three-stage model for using reflection to learn

from experiences (see Figure 2.2).

/N

Returning to experience

‘New.
: perspectives
-« Utilising positive feelings: .
+Behaviour * Changing
d behaviour
*ideas .» Removing obstructing e
— B fe‘gli'ngsf‘ " +Readiness to
*Feelings e apply
Re-evaluating experience | . *Commitmentto

action

E}{'pe‘rieﬁté(sj Reflective processes ‘Outcormes

Figure 2.2: The Boud, Keogh and Walker model of reflection (adapted from

Boud et al., 1985, p. 36)

In comparison to Kolb’s model, the Boud et al. model makes human emotion more explicit,
showing how behaviour, ideas and feelings feed into and are affected by the concrete

experience. Also, the Boud et al. model highlights the varied outcomes that could occur as a
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result of the reflective process. In later writing, Boud and Walker (1993) clarified that
organised reflection is not the only way to learn from experiences.

What we can say is that learning from experiences is far more indirect than we

often pretend it to be. It can be promoted by systematic reflection, but it can

also be powerfully prompted by discrepancies or dilemmas which we are

‘forced’ to confront. (Boud & Walker, 1993, p. 85)

Brookfield (1987) presented a model for ‘critical thinking’ that is somewhat similar to
Kolb’s cycle and the Boud et al. model. Brookfield’s model explains how a thinker
experiences a ‘trigger event’ that leads to ‘appraisal’, ‘exploration’, ‘developing alternative
perspectives’ and ‘integration’ (pp. 26-28). Kolb’s stage of ‘reflection’ involves a similar
process to Brookfield’s idea of ‘appraisal’, each being necessary steps in the conversion of

experience to knowledge.

It is important to note that critical thinking is related to but not the same as reflective
thinking. Critical thinking comprises different types of reasoning (King & Kitchener,
1994). The notion of critical reflection, which has closer links to critical thinking, is
discussed later in this chapter. However, Brookfield’s model is relevant to consider
alongside Kolb and Boud et al. because it is commonly included in this area of literature on

reflection.

While Kolb’s model does not explicate the role of human emotion in the learning cycle, the

other two models do take this into account. Boud et al.’s model includes ideas, feelings and
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behaviour as key parts of an experience. Also, the model refers to ‘positive feelings’ and
‘obstructing feelings’ during the reflective prbcess. Brookfield (1987) suggested that
human emotion can initiate double-loop learning by referring to life incidents as ‘trigger
events’ that stimulate critical thinking. The Boud et al. model encapsulates ‘returning to the
experience’ within the reflective activity and depicts the entire reflective learning process
as one that is integrative and iterative, rather than a series of discrete stages. These features
set it apart from the Kolb and Brookfield models. In any case, it is evident that Dewey’s
ideas on reflection as the catalyst in transforming the abstract to the concrete underpin the
ways in which all three of these frameworks explain the processes of learning through

experience.

Gibbs (1988) proposed a reflective cycle framework that focuses on action planning (see
Figure 2.3). This model includes stages that are similar to Kolb’s, Boud et al.’s and
Brookfield’s models but also includes a final stage that encourages ‘personal action plans’
(p. 47). At a glance, Gibbs’ cycle looks similar to Kolb’s learning cycle but it is actually
more like the Boud, Keogh and Walker model. Both of these cycles mention good and bad
feelings and Gibbs’ ‘analysis’ stage is similar to Boud et al.’s stage of ‘re-evaluating the

experience’, although it is less specific (Quinn, 2005).
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Figure 2.3: Gibbs’ reflective cycle (adapted from Gibbs, 1988, p. 47)

Atkins and Murphy (1993) noted that literature dealing with reflective learning assufnes
that ‘certain cognitive and affective skills’ are required to carry out reflective thinking.
They proposed a model that includes these skills: ‘self-awareness, description, critical
analysis, synthesis and evaluation’ (p. 1190). Figure 2.4 depicts the Atkins and Murpﬁy

model.
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perspective
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Figure 2.4: Reflective processes—a model including skills required for reflection

(adapted from Atkins & Murphy, 1993, p. 1191)

Both Gibbs’ cycle and Atkins and Murphy’s model include processes of analysing feelings
and evaluating the experience. The Atkins and Murphy model is more explicit about the
importance of self-awareness but both models imply an internal dialogue. Indeed, this
relationship with one’s self can be inferred in the reflective models discussed prior to this,
but it is not obviously stated. Habermas (1974), however, had noted the importance of self-

awareness and referred to it as a ‘paradoxical achievement’ in self-reflection.
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One part of the self must be split off from the other part in such a manner that

the subject can be in a position to render aid to itself. (p. 28) |
Ekebergh (2007) explained that reflection requires a person to gain a ‘distance to oneself’
in order to become aware of ‘himself/herself in relation to the phenomenon in

consideration’ (p. 334).

Johns (2000) developed a model for structured reflection in professional settings that can
also be applied to other learning contexts. This model appears more detailed than the Gibbs
and Atkins and Murphy model. Through analysis of dialogical patterns between himself |
and other nurse practitioners, Johns developed a set of reflective cues to prompt
practitioners to deconstruct their experiences. As in the previous reflective models, Johns’
framework aims to gain understanding and insight that can be applied to new experiences.

Table 2.1 outlines Johns’ model.
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Table 2.1: Johns’ model for structured reflection

Bring the mind home.

Write a description of an experience that seems significant in some way.
What issues seem significant to pay attention to?

How was I feeling and what made me feel that way?

What was I trying to achieve?

Did I respond effectively and in turn with my values?

What were the consequences of my actions on the patient, others and myself?
How were others feeling?

What made them feel that way?

What factors influenced the way I was feeling, thinking or responding?

‘What knowledge might have informed me?

To what extent did I act for the best?

How does this situation connect with previous experiences?

How might I respond more effectively given this situation again?

What would be the consequen;:es of alternative actions for the patient, others and myself?
How do I now feel about this experience?

Am I now more able to support myself and others better as a consequence?

(adapted from Johns, 2000, p. 10)

Johns’ model is clearly more thorough in guiding a learner (in this case a nurse practitioner)
through a series of reflective questions. Although it can serve as a ‘comprehensive checklist
for reflection’, the rigidity of such a model imposes a tight framework on the practitioner.
This might prevent a practitioner from exploring a more personal approach to reflecting on

his or her experience (Quinn, 2005, pp. 84-85).
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This section reviewed literature spanning nearly a century to show how reflection plays a
pivotal role in human learning. It is clear from reviewing this literature that there is a
difference between reflection as a way of dealing with a problem or task and reflection as a
purposeful, emancipatory activity. The latter is usually termed ‘critical reflection’
(Reynolds, 1998, p. 189) and is described by Reynolds as having four characteristics, as

shown in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2: Characteristics of critical reflection

1. Concerned with questioning assumptions
2. Focus is social rather than individual
3. Pays particular attention to the analysis of power relations

4. Concerned with emancipation

(adapted from Reynolds, 1998, p. 189)

Brookfield (2000) suggested that critical reflection is an integral component of adult
education and is necessary for transformative learning. Brookfield’s explanation of this

concept does not dismiss the usefulness of other versions of reflection.
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Of course, just because reflection is not critical does not mean it is
unimportant or unnecessary. We cannot get through the day without making
numerous technical decisions concerning timing and process. These
decisions are made rapidly and often instinctively. They are also made
without an awareness of how the apparently isolated and idiosyncratic world
of the classroom embodies forces, contradictions and structures of the wider

society. (Brookfield, 2000, p. 126)

Lucas and Tan (2013) noted the importance of critical reflection in higher education in as
much as it underlines professional judgement and ethical awareness. Developing skills for

critical reflection is a necessary step for students in ‘learning how to learn’ (p. 104).

Dewey’s idea that reflection is a catalyst for moving between theory and practice underpins
each of the frameworks discussed so far. These models of reflection appear to consist of
three elemental processes: ‘retrospection’, ‘self-evaluation’ and ‘reorientation’ (Quinn,
2005, p. 81). However, Dewey acknowledged that these frameworks for understanding the
role of reflection in learning do not represent the processes or motivations of all learners.
Educators should also note the very great individual differences that exist;
they should not try to force one pattern and model upon them all. (Dewey,
1910, p. 143)
Indeed, it is reasonable to assume that each learner will have a particular orientation to

reflection and that this perspective will have implications for that student’s learning.

28



2.4 Orientations to reflection in learning

Writings on the orientations to or perspectives on reflection appear to originate in theoﬁeé
related to the use of reflection in teaching and have developed to relate to reflection in
learning. Van Manen (1977) drew on Habermas’s (1974) ideas regarding the movement of
theory to practice in terms of pedagogical effectiveness. He reasoned that if Habermas was
able to construct links between theory and practice on the basis of ‘cognitive interest’, then
it should be possible to apply these links to the activity of ‘making students learn’ (p. 225).
Van Manen postulated that, in the pursuit of effective teaching, there existed three

hierarchical levels of reflectivity, as shown in Table 2.3.

Table 2.3: Levels of reflectivity

Level 1  This level is orientated to the ‘practical as a means to an end’.

Level 2 This level refers to the practical as the ‘process of analysing and clarifying
individual and cultural experiences, meanings, perceptions, assumptions,
prejudgements and presuppositions’.

Level 3 This level focuses on ‘worthwhile educational ends, in self-determination,
community, and on the basis of justice, equality, and freedom’.

(adapted from van Manen, 1977, pp. 226-227)

Van Manen proposed that teaching required the higher level of reflectivity (Level 3) in
order to impart the emancipatory benefits of knowledge. This way of thinking has been
adopted by educators who believe that, in order to be effective in their roles, their teaching

needs to promote ‘justice and democracy’ (Boxler, 2004, p. 210).
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Building on van Manen’s levels of reflectivity, Grimmett, Mackinnon, Erickson and
Rieéken (1990) summarised three perspectives on reflection in teacher education. They
referred to the basic orientation to reflection as ‘technical’, meaning that reflection is a
necessary tool in mediating action. The next, higher, perspective on reflection is called
‘deliberative’ and involves thinking between ‘competing views of teaching’. The third, and
highest, orientation to reflective practice is termed ‘dialectical’ and works to ‘apprehend
and transform’ (p. 35). Two additional orientations to reflection were later proposed by
Wellington and Austin (1996). They took the view that a more basic level was required,
one where reflection did not really occur. This orientation, referred to as ‘immediate’,
focused more on ‘pleasant survival’. Additionally, Wellington and Austin proposed that an
orientation beyond van Manen’s and Grimmett et al.’s highest level of reflective practice
should exist, one that centred on ‘universal personal liberation’. This orientation was

labelled ‘transpersonal’ (pp. 309-311). Table 2.4 summarises these five orientations.
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Table 2.4: Orientations to reflective practice

Orientation

Practitioner characteristics

The immediate

The technical

The deliberative

The dialectic

The
transpersonal

Focuses on ‘pleasant survival’
Looks mainly at ‘the task at hand’
Makes records that are ‘essentially non-reflective’

Focuses on the ‘development and perfection’ of teaching
methods

Looks at ways to diagnose and meet outcomes in an
efficient and/or effective way

Seeks personal meaning from engaging with the learning
context

Looks to negotiate new boundaries in order to explore
outside the present setting

Reflects on ways to improve communication and to
consider feelings and attitudes in the process

Champions ‘political liberation’ through ‘awareness’ and
‘activism’.

Questions institutional boundaries and seeks to foster
change toward ‘democratic principles’

Focuses on ‘universal personal liberation’
Reflects on ways of personal and/or spiritual growth

(adapted from Grimmett et al., 1990; Wellington & Austin, 1996; van Manen, 1997)

This framework provides a clear description of five ways that practitioners orientate to

reflective work. However, Wellington and Austin recognised that the reliance on self-

reported data in constructing the model meant that it may neglect tacitly held beliefs.
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For many practitioners reflection is tacit; they do not realise that they engage
in reflective practice until they encounter it in their reading, in their
interaction with colleagues or as part of their professional training.
(Wellington & Austin, 1996, p. 313)
Indeed, the notion of tacit knowledge may affect the ways in which people can articulate
their ideas and beliefs about certain phenomena. Tacit knowledge is so ingrained within us
that we frequently take it for granted, making it difficult to share (Polanyi, 1966; Argyris,

1990).

Furthermore, although van Manen’s original theory described these orientations as
hierarchical, the flowchart depicted in Wellington and Austin’s work does not appear to
provide space for practitioners to move between reflective orientations. Hughes and Lucas
(2008) also referred to Wellington and Austin’s model in their discussion of reflective
frameworks for higher learning. However, the data collected by Hughes and Lucas
supported the ‘view that the teaching of reflection can initiate and support a change in the

orientation of the learner towards reflection’ (p. 3).

Ruch (2000, 2002) argued that van Manen’s original model of three levels of reflectivity
failed to consider the ‘unconscious and conscious processes at work in inter-personal

encounters’ and suggested that a fourth level of reflectivity should be added. Ruch termed

this level ‘process reflection’.
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The opportunity to reflect, to think about and feel, as well as act on, the
relationship dynamics and associated thoughts and feelings, enables
professionals (educators, practitioners, researchers) to gain insight into the
experiences of those with whom they work and their own responses to

situations. (Ruch, 2002, p. 205)

Mezirow (1981) developed seven major levels of critical reflectivity based around

Habermas’s (1974) ideas on the same topic. Table 2.5 outlines Mezirow’s framework.

33



Table 2.5: Mezirow’s levels of reflectivity

Reflectivity =~ The act of becoming aware of a specific perception, meaning or
behaviour of our own or of a habit we have of seeing, thinking or
acting.

Affective Becoming aware of how we feel about the way we are perceiving,
reflectivity thinking or acting or about our habits of doing so.

Discriminant ~ Assessing the efficacy of our perceptions, thoughts, action and

reflectivity habits of doing things: identifying immediate causes; recognising
reality contexts in which we are functioning and identifying our
relationship in the situation.

Judgemental Making and becoming aware of our value judgements about our
reflectivity perceptions, thoughts, actions and habits in terms of their being
liked or disliked, beautiful or ugly, positive or negative.

Conceptual Becoming conscious of our awareness and critiquing it as, for
reflectivity example, when we question the constructs we are using when we
evaluate another person.

Psychic Recognizing in oneself the habit of making precipitant

reflectivity judgements about people on the basis of limited information
about them, and recognizing the interests and anticipants which
influence the way we perceive, think or act.

Theoretical Becoming aware that the reason for a habit of precipitant

reflectivity judgement or for conceptual inadequacies is a set of taken-for-
granted cultural or psychological assumptions which explain
personal experience less satisfactorily than another perspective
with more functional criteria for seeing, thinking and acting.

(adapted from Mezirow, 1981, pp. 12-13)

Critical views of Mezirow’s theory point to its failure to acknowledge the power of

reflection in instigating social change (Jarvis, 1985). Boxler (2004) remarked that
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Mezirow’s framework implied that reflection ‘is a process located within a thinker’ and that

this perspective failed to account for the social context of reflection (p. 211).

Mezirow (1991) did, however, differentiate between reflective and non-reflective actions,
which arguably implies some focus on the social context for reflection. Non-reflective
action, according to Mezirow, included habitual action, thoughtful action and introspection.
Reflective actions included content reflection, process reflection and premise reflection (i.e.

critical reflection).

Kember et al. (2000) attempted to develop an instrument to measure university students’
reflectivity using Mezirow’s (1991) types of reflective/non-reflective action. Their
questionnaire asked participants to offer a response from ‘definitely agree’ to ‘definitely
disagree’, with three other rankings in between. The questions were linked to four different
‘actions’ that were derived from Mezirow’s framework. These were: ‘habitual action’,
‘understanding’, ‘reflection’ and ‘critical reflection’ (pp. 383-385). For example, a question
determining habitual action asked the students to rate their beliefs toward the following
statement: ‘If I follow what the lecturer says, I do not have to think too much on this

course’ (p. 395).

After trialling the questionnaire several times, a final version was completed by 303
students studying Health Science at a Hong Kong university. Responses from this sample
were analysed using the four scales. Findings for the whole group showed that those who

scored high in critical reflection scored low in habitual action. When the results were
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analysed to compare the scores of the undergraduates to the postgraduates from within the
same group, it was found that the postgraduates were less likely to engage in habitual action
and more likely to employ reflection or critical reflection than the undergraduates

(significant at 5%).

Like van Manen and Mezirow, others have theorised along the lines of levels of reflectivity.
Schon (1987), when illustrating his idea of ‘reflection in action’, proposed ‘the ladder of
reflection’ as having four rungs. The higher rung subsumes the lower rung(s), so to speak

(see Table 2.6).

Table 2.6: The ladder of reflection

4. Reflection on reflection on description of action
3. Reflection on description of action
2. Description of action

1. Action

(adapted from Schoén, 1987, p. 115)

In this model, Schon suggested that a dialogical relationship between a ‘student and coach’
creates a situation whereby one ‘party’s action triggers the other’s reflection or when one
party’s reflection triggers the other’s action’ (pp. 114-115). Although he explained that the
process of learning does not necessarily require the upward movement along this ladder, the

ability to move between these stages, according to Schon, assists the pair in developing a
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shared understanding. The inability, therefore, to orientate to any of these rungs would

disadvantage the learning process.

Brockbank and McGill (1998) proposed another way of conceptualising Schon’s ladder of
reflection. Rather than viewing these steps as ‘rungs’, they suggested that thinking of them
in terms of ‘dimensions’ creates a more accurate metaphor because the phases are then
depicted as ‘related and overlapping’ (p. 77). Figure 2.5 shows these levels as dimensions
and includes a fifth dimension proposed by Brockbank and McGill called ‘reflection on the
reflection-on-action’ where learners are working to understanding their own learning
processes (p. 81).
On this dimension, learners are working on the significance of reflection

itself, that is, learning about how they learn! (p. 81)

37



5. Reflection on the reflection-on-action

4. Reflection on the description of the reflection-in-action (reflection-on action)
3. Description of the reflection-in-action

2. Reflection-in-action

1. Action

Figure 2.5: Five dimensions of reflection (adapted from Brockbank & McGill, 1998, p.

81)

Schon’s theories of reflection in and reflection on action underline contemporary

professional development (Eby, 2000). However, critics of Schon have noted that actually

reflecting in action is problematic.
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While a professional is consciously aware of the knowledge used while
reflecting-on-action, this may not be so for reflection-in-action, and therefore
it may be difficult for practitioners to articulate the knowledge they are using

in action. (Atkins & Murphy, 1993, p. 1188)

Although Atkins and Murphy’s criticism of reflection-in-action is from a professional
perspective, Eraut (1995) suggested there is little proof that reflection-in-action works in
classroom situations either. Schon’s model has also been criticised for neglecting the
importance of reflection before action (Greenwood, 1993). Usher et al. (1997) claimed that
Schon’s model is ‘overcomplicating the relationship between thought and action’ (p. 139),
and argued that the reality of establishing a process for reflection-in-action is ‘extremely
difficult’ (p. 146). The latter point corroborates Richardson’s (1990) caution against
‘technologizing’ an ‘abstract value such as competency or reflection’ into a set of

observable actions (pp. 13-14).

There are other models that suggest students develop orientations to reflection at higher
levels of learning. Perry’s study (1970) sought to understand the learning experience of
undergraduates at Harvard University. Interviews were carried out with 31 participants over
their four years of university study to explore their experiences more deeply. The findings
of this study included a development scheme whereby a learner moves through nine

‘positions’ (See Table 2.7).
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Table 2.7: Perry’s scheme of intellectual and ethical development

Position Meaning

The student sees the world in terms of right and wrong, good and
bad, us and them. The teacher is the authority figure and is the one
with the right answers. The role of the teacher is to convey
knowledge.

The student sees °‘diversity of opinion’ and ‘uncertainty’ as
characteristics of poor teaching or as teaching strategies that
encourage them to go and find “The Answer’ themselves.

The student accepts that a degree of uncertainty and diversity will
exist ‘temporarily’ but only because the teacher ‘hasn’t found The
Answer yet’. The student is puzzled as to the ‘standards’ used by
the teacher in assessing his or her work but figures it is based on
‘good expression’.

The student accepts the existence of a lot of uncertainty but
rationalises this in terms of ‘everyone has a right to his own
opinion’ even though he or she still sees the teacher as having the
‘right’ answer. Alternatively, this position means that the student
sees uncertainty as ‘what They want’.

The student sees all knowledge as relative in particular contexts and
relegates ‘right/wrong’ classification as relative to a ‘special case in
context’.

The student sees the need to make a personal commitment in order
to orientate to a ‘relativistic world’. This commitment is different
to a commitment to an unquestioned belief in certainty.

The student makes a commitment in some area.

The student experiences the ‘implications’ and ‘responsibilities’ of
his or her chosen commitment.

The student realises the commitment is an ‘ongoing, unfolding
activity through which he expresses his lifestyle’ and, as a result,
affirms his [or her] identity.

(adapted from Perry, 1970, pp. 9-10)
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It is reasonable to say that a student begins to actively use reflection-in or reflection-on
learning around position five, when the student perceives the world as relativistic. At this
stage, it would appear the student is questioning his or her personal beliefs about the world
and is working to break through these existing frameworks. This fits with Dewey’s idea of.
problem solvihg through the questioning of implied belief systems. It also matches van
Manen’s second level of reflectivity because it is the stage at which the student engages in
the ‘process of analysing and clarifying individual and cultural experiences, meanings,

perceptions, assumptions, prejudgements, and presuppositions’ (van Manen, 1977, p. 226).

The link between position nine and reflective orientation is clearer. Here the learner
experiences the transformative nature of learning through the act of making a particular
‘commitment’ and allowing that experience to shape his or her identity. Wellington and
Austin’s fifth orientation to reflective practice, ‘transpersonal’, suggests a similar notion:
that a person at this stage (or orientation) experiences ‘universal personal liberation’ and
focuses on personal growth (Wellington & Austin, 1996, p. 311). Whether or not it is

achieveable to arrive at Perry’s position 9 is another matter.

Butler (1996) proposed a hierarchical model of competency development that also offers
links between learning and reflective orientation at higher levels of competency. Here the
learner moves from the ‘novice’ stage to ‘advanced beginner’, ‘competent’, ‘proficient’ to
‘expert’. Butler suggested that reflection-on-action is the tool that is employed by the
learner to generate knowledge in order to improve performance. This process, he argued

underpins the highest level of competency development: ‘expert’ (pp. 277-280).
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The literature reviewed here suggests that learners orientate to a particular level of
reflection and that this orientation can change as they traverse their learning journey. Van
Manen (1977) described this transition as ‘a shift from one reality to another’ (p. 212). At
the start, the orientations appear to be based on a perception or natural inclination toward
learning and then these change as the learner develops. The transformative benefits of
learning appear to occur at higher levels of competency development and it is at these

levels that reflective work seems to play a prominent role.

2.5 Conditions for reflection in learning environments

Boud and Walker (1998) explained that there were a ‘number of factors’ to consider in
fostering reflection in learning environments (p. 199). One of these factors is a clear
delineation between the institution’s objectives and the ‘personal domain of the learner’.
Issues related to what teachers are and are not able to do, the ethical implications of
developing trust between teachers and students, and awareness of ‘whose interests’ are

actually being pursued are all important considerations in light of the learning context (p.

199).

Moon (1999) drew on existing literature to propose three sets of conditions for reflection
based on the learning environment, the organisational perspective and the quality of

reflective tasks. These conditions are summarised in Table 2.8.
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Table 2.8: Conditions for reflection

The learning environment
e Learners need time for reflection and opportunities to reflect.
¢ Learners need someone who is a good facilitator of reflection.
e The facilitation of reflection will be more effective if it is supported
throughout the curriculum.
e Reflection is more effectively facilitated if the environment is emotionally
supportive.

¢ Facilitating reflection should be done in a sensitive way and the facilitator
should be wary of the institution’s ‘hidden agendas’.

The organisation
e The purpose and outcome of reflection should be explicit.
e Strategies should be in place to guide reflection.

Organisations should be aware of the dangers of following ‘recipes’ for
reflection.

¢ Organisations should be sensitive and careful in dealing with public and
private material in reflective work.
¢ A support role for reflection should be established.

e The organisation should be aware of different states of epistemological
understanding.

e The organisation should help learners learn to reflect.
e There should be a curriculum that encourages reflection.
e There should be systems to transfer reflective habits to other situations.

Quality of task
e The task should not be ‘messy’ or ‘ill-structured’.
The task should ask the ‘right’ kinds of questions to encourage reflection.
Setting challenges can promote reflection.
Tasks should encourage the integration of previous learning.
Tasks should prompt the ordering of thoughts.
Tasks should require evaluation.

(adapted from Moon, 1999, pp. 165-176)

Moon’s conditions for reflection appear more practical in scope than Boud and Walker’s
factors. However, they both highlight the importance of approaching reflective tasks in a

sensitive way. Hunt (2001) noted that reflection can sometimes be ‘uncomfortable and
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disorientating’, eliciting personal issues that may be outside the scope of the educational

programme (p. 275).

While certain issues may need to be dealt with quite carefully, the notion of discomfort in
learning is not a new idea. Butler (1996) described learning as sometimes being ‘a
disturbing and unsettling process’ but suggested that that being uncomfortable was a
necessary aspect of learning.

If the learning event is intended to be transformational, then there must be a

period when the participants are unsettled, wondering and challenged. (p.

275)
Such feelings have been referred to as ‘anxiety producing’ (Brookfield, 1987, p. 7) and as
creating ‘disorientating dilemmas’ (Mezirow, 1990, p. 22). However, confronting these

feelings is ‘central to any notion of reflection’ (Boud & Walker, 1998, p. 192).

As both Moon’s and Boud and Walker’s conditions for reflection imply, the role of the
teacher is vital in facilitating reflection. Brockbank and McGill (1998) claimed that the idea
of ‘relationship’ is crucial to learning and that this is accomplished through reflective
dialogue between a teacher and a learner. This dialogical model of reflective learning
focuses on the role of the teacher as a ‘facilitator’ and recognises the way in which the
teacher engages in reflective practice while fostering a reflective learning environment for
the pupil (p. 46). Schon’s theories on reflection-in- and reflection-on-action also suggest

that reflection is facilitated through dialogue with another.
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2.6 Context and reflection

In identifying and discussing conditions for reflection in learning environments and in
noting the importance of the teacher, the influence of the institution and the impact of the
task, it is clear that reflection and context are intertwined. Context involves the whole
picture: biography, society, culture and the political environment. However, Boud and
Walker (1998) claimed that the role of context is a ‘seriously underdeveloped aspect of

discussion of reflection’ (p. 196).

Context pervades all facets of the lives of learners and teachers. So, in considering
reflection, it is important to note that we do not ‘reflect in a vacuum’ (Kemmis, 1985, p.
141). Reflection is a social process that is action-orientated (Kemmis, 1985; McWhinney,
2004). Ekebergh (2007) advised that a ‘lifeworld perspective’ was required to ‘allow a new

and deeper understanding of the role of reflection’ in our lives (p. 331).

Mezirow and Brookfield have both been criticised for neglecting the social context of
reflection (Boxler, 2004). However, models such as Butler’s (1996) model of human action
place reflection as the central mechanism by which ‘open, active communication between

the outside social context and the inner self” can happen (p. 270) (see Figure 2.6).
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Figure 2.6: The model of human action (adapted from Butler, 1996, p. 270)

Butler also proposed a set of ‘goals of reflection’. Here, the completion of the learning
cycle is featured as just one of these objectives, which, when considered alongside his
model of human action, suggests that reflection may serve a wider purpose in the realm of

human learning (see Table 2.9).
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Table 2.9: Goals of reflection

1. To review a process to see if it achieved the desired goals or outcomes
2. To make learning visible

3. To complete the learning cycle for each incident of our lives

4. To give a more considered response to an event

5. To achieve meaning and understanding inside actions

6. To add value to self and to performance

7. To move us from novice to expert

(adapted from Butler, 1996, p. 272)

This review of literature has discussed several models of reflection. These models are
underpinned by Dewey’s theory that reflection is the catalyst for moving between theory
and practice. Also, this literature review has explored the notion that although these
reflective models offer a variety of levels and description (Quinn, 2005), it may be difficult
to apply them to every situation. This is because learners orientate to reflection in different

ways.

There are also a variety of conditions that can foster reflection in learning environments. A
discussion of these conditions helped to confirm the importance of context when discussing
reflection. The next part of this chapter explores literature related to conceptions of
learning to gain a better understanding of how orientation and context can help to

illuminate the phenomenon of reflection.
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2.7 Conceptions of reflection in learning

Marton’s (1975) study suggested that when students read academic texts they employ two
main levels of processing: a deep level and a surface level. Students employing a deep level
of processing will focus on ‘what is signified (what the discourse is about)’, which implies
an active engagement in the student’s own learning. On the other hand, students using a
surface level approach to learning will pay attention to ‘the sign (the discourse itself or the
recall of it)’, meaning their processing is more passive and it might imply they are not
taking ownership of their own learning (p. 276). But, could a particular level of processing

be promoted through certain strategies?

Marton and Siljo (1976a) conducted an experiment using 40 female participants at the
University of Gothenburg. They were divided into two groups (one being tested for their
adoption of deep level processing and one being prompted to employ surface level
processing). The participants were asked to read three chapters from a book. After reading
the first two chapters, each group received a different set of questions about the reading.
After reading the third chapter, both groups were asked to summarise the main points of the
passage followed by a few questions to measure the deep and surface level approaches. The
point of this study was to investigate whether the nature and repetition of these questions

could encourage a particular approach to learning.
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By giving questidns which could be answered only if subjects paid very close
attention to information in the surface structure of the text, and by making this
demand highly predictable through repeated exposure to such questions, it
was hoped that surface-level processing could be induced...Another group of
subjects were exposed to questions which aimed at inducing deep-level
processing. These questions were constructed with the specific aim of testing
whether the subjects had comprehended some of the more fundamental
assumptions and conclusions in the author’s argument. (Marton & Siljo,

19764, p. 117)

The findings of Marton and Silj6’s study indicated that the differences between these two
groups had to do with individual conceptions of learning. In other words, learning seemed
to be defined based on the task that was imposed on them. Another finding suggested that
individuals already have a ‘normal conception of learning’ that influences their approach to
a task. In summary, the adoption of a particular approach may ‘depend on the content, the

context and the perceived demands of the learning task’ (Richardson, 2000, p. 32).

Saljo (1979a, 1979b) explored conceptions of learning further by looking at a group with
very different learning experiences. His study involved interviews with 90 participants
ranging in age from 15 years 7 months to 73 years 3 months and in level of formal
education from 6 years to 17 years. At the time of the study each of the participants was
involved in some form of education. The interview questions were designed to get the

students to describe their learning processes and to discuss their ideas and beliefs about
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learning in more general terms. Toward the end of the interview, participants were asked:
‘What do you actually mean by learning?’ In this way, the interviewer elicited the

participant’s own understanding of learning, which had been implicit up to that point.

In one of the reports based on this study, S&ljé (1979a) found that there is a ‘taken-for-
granted’ perception of learning in which learning and the acquisition of knowledge are
considered similar activities. This perspective matches the reproductive nature of surface
level processing and can also be located in lower levels of developmental models such as
Perry’s scheme. However, Siljo noted that there seemed to be another set of conceptions
that involved an active awareness of a student’s own learning and that these conceptions
were more commonly found in ‘experienced learners’ (p. 447).

From our interviews it was clear that for some of the participants the

phenomenon of learning in itself has become an object of reflection. (p. 446,

original emphasis)

In analysing this other set of conceptions, Siljo noted three themes in which the learners
moved through as they described their conceptions of learning. He explained that, although
these themes are interrelated, they can be discussed as separate notions for the purpose of
analysis. The third theme is discussed as being the ‘most interesting’ because it involves the

learner reflecting on the ‘nature of what is learned’ (p. 449) (see Table 2.10).
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Table 2.10: Themes for learning

Theme 1 Awareness of the influence of the context of learning on
what you should learn and how you should set about
learning

Theme 2 Realising there is a difference between lifelong learning and

learning in school

Theme 3 Understanding a distinction between learning and
understanding

(adapted from Siljo, 1979a, pp. 448-449)

Saljo’s (1979b) study offered a fuller report based on these findings. He presented the

results as a hierarchical model of conceptions of learning (see Table 2.11).

Table 2.11: Conceptions of learning

Conception 1 Learning as the increase of knowledge
Conception2  Learning as memorising

Conception 3 Learning as the acquisition of facts, procedures, etc.,
which can be retained and/or utilised in practice

Conception4  Learning as the abstraction of meaning

Conception 5 Learning as an interpretive process aimed at the
understanding of reality

(adapted from Siljo, 1979b, pp. 12-17)
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In this framework, conceptions 1-3 represent perceptions of learning that are more
reproductive in nature and would therefore be considered aspects of surface level
approaches to study. Conceptions 4 and 5 represent notions of learning that are more active

and therefore more closely linked to deep level approaches.
Van Rossum and Hamer represented the findings from their 1985 study as a set of six
conceptions of learning (in van Rossum & Hamer, 2010). These six conceptions are

detailed in Table 2.12).

Table 2.12: Conceptions of learning and teaching

[a—

Learning as the increase of knowledge

2 Learning as memorising

3 Learning as reproductive understanding; or application foreseen
4  Learning as understanding subject matter

5  Learning as widening horizons

6 Learning as growing self awareness

(adapted from van Rossum & Hamer, 2010, p. 25)

Regarding the learner’s development from one conception to another, van Rossum and
Hamer suggested that movement between the third and fourth conception is perhaps the
most difficult. The authors refer to this phase as ‘crossing the watershed’, which marks the

shift from reproductive conceptions of learning to constructive thinking (p. 31). They also
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proposed that the move from conception five to six is also significant because it means a

change from ‘learning-to-know’ to ‘learning-to-be’ (p. 32).

When juxtaposed to theories of reflection in learning, these last two conceptions of learning
are congruent to the ideas of moving between theory and practice that Dewey, Habermas
and van Manen proposed. Conceptions 4 and 5 are also representative of the transformative
role of reflection in learning that Perry, Grimmett et al., Wellington and Austin, and Butler

intimated happens at higher orientations (or positions) to reflective practice (or learning).

2.8 Chapter conclusions and research question 1

The literature reviewed in Section 2.7 suggests that students’ orientations to study will
depend on how they conceptualise learning. Using an approach similar to Sélj6’s, the first
part of this thesis seeks to explore the conceptions that distance learners have of reflection
in higher education and, perhaps, just as importantly, the conceptions they have- of
themselves as reflective learners. In doing so, this thesis will address research question 1:

How do distance learners conceptualise reflection in higher education?

The next chapter reviews literature around epistemological development to frame and

refine research questions 2 and 3.
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Chapter 3: Conceptual change and epistemological development—a

review of literature

3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter reviewed literature around the role of reflection in learning, learners’
orientation to reflection and conceptions of learning. This provided a context for the first
research question of this thesis—How do distance learners conceptualise reflection in
higher education? The second research question of this thesis investigates whether distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection change during their higher education experience.
Chapter 3 reviews literature dealing with conceptual change and epistemological
development. The aim of this chapter is locate the second research question among existing

studies and theories of learning.

3.2 Considering conceptual change

There appears to be several ways of considering conceptual change. Some literature takes
the view that changing from having one notion of a phenomenon to having another is an
entirely cognitive process. Other research views cognitive development as a culturally
situated activity and examines the influence of socio-cultural factors on conceptual change.
Still, other research suggests individuals move through stages of understanding in their own
epistemological development. While the latter approach to thinking about distance learners’
conceptions of reflection appears to be most relevant for this thesis, it seems prudent to
acknowledge these other ways of considering conceptual change. It is hoped that by

recognising and examining these other approaches, a view will be sharpened for
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considering whether distance learners’ conceptions of reflection change during their higher

education experience.

3.2.1 Conceptual change through cognitive shifts
Vosniadou (1994) carried out a cross-cultural study to investigate school children’s
conceptual development of the Earth’s shape. The researchers used a set of criteria to
assign the children’s responées to a particular mental model category. As Vosniadou
explained:
Identifying the mental models students use to answer our questions
provides information we need to start unravelling the underlying
theoretical structures that constrain them and to understand the process of
conceptual change. (p. 52)
Three mental models of the Earth’s shape were derived from the data: 1) an ‘initial’ model,
which was based on the child’s every day experiences and not influenced by scientific
information; 2) a ‘synthetic’ understanding, which combined facets of the initial model
with parts of a culturally-accepted view; and 3) a ‘scientific’ model, which was necessary

for understanding the Earth as a sphere (pp. 52-54).

Movement from one conception of the Earth’s shape to another was described by the author
as being gradual and linked to age. Additionally, conceptual change occurred in a sequence
from ‘initial’ to ‘synthetic’ to ‘scientific’. Those children labelled as holding a ‘synthetic’
mental model were resolving the conflict between their previously held views and newly

acquired information (p. 54).
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Merenluoto and Lehtinen (2004) argued that ‘the perception of the task (task situation) is
influenced by students’ cognitive, metacognitive and motivational sensitivity to the task’
(p. 523). These authors noted that in the process of conceptual change, learners follow one
of three routes: 1) ‘no-relevant-perception’ path, where the student’s existing knowledge is
not enough to support the conception of a new idea; 2) ‘illusion of understanding’, resulting
from high certainty without the construction of a enriched synthetic model; and 3)
‘experience of conflict’, where the learner exhibits high sensitivity to motivational and
meta-cognitive factors as well as a high tolerance to ambiguity (p. 524). The authors stated
that it is the third route—experience of conflict—that is necessary for conceptual change to

occur.

3.2.2 Conceptual change mediated by socioculture

3.2.2.1 The role of cultural artefacts in conceptual change

Schoultz et al. (2001) proposed that children’s interview responses are situated, discursive
events and that their reasoning relies on cognitive tools. These researchers adapted
Vosniadou’s (1994) design so that a model of the Earth was shown to the children during
the interviews. After analysing interview responses from 25 Swedish school children,
Schoultz et al. reported an outcome that was ‘drastically different’ from the results of

Vosniadou’s research (p. 110).

Many of the questions borrowed from Vosniadou’s study created ambiguity among the

children in Shoultz et al.’s study since the presence of the globe made these points more
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obvious. All of the children recognised the globe as a representation of the Earth. The globe

allowed the children to make links to larger concepts, such as gravity, in their responses.

The authors’ main explanation for the improved performance was that the unit of
measurement (utterances) was ‘grounded with the presence of the globe as a shared object
of attention’ (p. 115). Schoultz et al. theorised that their use of a cultural artefact helped the
respondents call to mind knowledge by relating to the globe. Furthermore, the tool offered
the students space to reflect during the interview because they could use the globe as a

‘prosthetic device for thinking’ (p. 115).

3.2.2.2 The role of others in conceptual change

Hershkowitz and Schwartz (1999) asked 40 grade nine girls to solve a particular
mathematical problem. After the girls had individually developed some ideas, they were
asked to work in small groups to hypothesise and calculate an answer to a variation of the

original problem.

This study focused on the discourse and problem solving processes of one particular group,
chosen on the basis of their talkative nature. The authors presented the analysis of this
group’s collaboration as a chain of actions in solving the problem. The various objects and

artefacts involved in each stage of the process were outlined.

Hershkowitz and Schwarz suggested that, from a cognitive perspective, there is evidence to

show that individuals will use group reflections to construct alternative hypotheses in their
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own pursuit to find the answer. Findings from this study suggest that actions taken by

members of a group oftén will be followed by other members.

The role of the teacher in synthesising the group’s outputs shifted the reflective thinking to
the entire activity rather than to what had happened locally in the group, thereby helping the
students redefine the activity as a whole. The authors felt there was evidence that these
practices had been internalised or integrated into the mental frameworks of the students and
into the social history of the classroom. (For similar studies, see: Guavain, 2001; Shirouzu

et al., 2002).

3.2.2.3 The role of learning activities in conceptual change

Some literature points to the role of learning activities in dealing with challenging concepts.
Orsini-Jones (2008) suggested that it was important for teachers to create learning activities
that allowed students an opportunity to ‘engage both in individual and collective reflection
on the troublesome knowledge encountered’. These activities, it was proposed, could be

supported by an open dialogue between peers and the teacher (p. 213).

Davies and Mangan (2008) used certain learning activities to help students consider
different ways of approaching a problem. They reported that this gives the learner ‘a base
of conceptions that may be open to re-working through subsequent teaching and learning’

(pp. 42-43).
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3.2.3 Cognitive conflict

The aforementioned conceptual change studies aimed to create mental models of their
participants’ conceptual frameworks based on individual responses to questions and/or on
other forms of discourse. In one study, the mental model was referred to as a ‘route’
(Merenluoto & Lehtinen, 2004) and in other, a ‘chain of actions’ (Hershkowitz & Schwartz,
1999). In any case, these frameworks imply that conceptual change occurs when learners
arrive at a point of cognitive conflict. This is the point at which learners assimilate new
information by modifying their existing mental frameworks or through reworking

previously held notions of a particular concept.

The notion of cognitive conflict in learning is not a recent one. As noted in Chapter 2,
Dewey (1910) explained that conflicting viewpoints cause us to question our existing
frameworks in order to arrive at new ways of understanding a situation. Flavell (1979),
when theorising about cognitive monitoring, explained the importance of ‘metacognitive
experiences’, such as puzzlement, problem solving and critical thinking, in helping us
develop our existing knowledge (p. 908). Vosniadou’s model showed a single route from
an initial mental model to a scientific understanding. Merenluoto and Lehtinen represented
their findings with a multiple-route diagram that showed different pathways based on
varying degrees of existing information and sensitivity to novel features of a phenomenon.
Despite constructing their mental models in different ways, both Merenluoto and

Lehtinen’s and Vosniadou’s studies agreed that the process of change is a gradual one.
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Merenluoto and Lehtinen (2004) also proposed that ‘cognitive conflict does not always
support conceptual change’ (p. 520). If the learner does not have enough pre-existing
knowledge to grasp a new idea, their ability to shift to a more sophisticated notion will be
hindered. Meyer and Land (2006) explained the importance of pre-existing knowledge in
terms of a ‘threshold concept’, which they described as a route to previously unattainable
ways of considering an idea (p. 3). For example, economics students need to internalise the
threshold concept of ‘opportunity cost’ before they can grasp the fundamental relationship

between ‘scarcity and choice’ (p. 6).

The studies reviewed so far in this chapter work to ground the cognitive aspects of
conceptual change in the socially-situated context of a classroom. The practical
implications of the findings from these studies offer a starting point in thinking about how
to enrich learners’ conceptual frameworks while developing metacognitive awareness. It is
also interesting to consider the role of sociocultural artefacts, other people and the learning

task in promoting conceptual development.

3.2.4 A case for an epistemological development perspective

Another way of considering conceptual change is by examining students’ epistemological
beliefs or, in other words, their ideas about ‘knowledge and knowing’ (Hofer, 2002, p. 3).
Richardson (in press), when explaining the rationale for researching students’

epistemological development, noted:
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This research has been motivated by the idea that how students themselves
think about knowledge, learning and teaching is a primary factor influencing

their experience of higher education itself. (p. 2)

Of particular interest to this thesis is the idea that students’ conceptions of learning and
teaching (and in this case, reflection) are linked to their beliefs about the nature of
knowledge (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997; Moore, 2002). The research questions of this thesis
clearly focus on the higher education experience. Exploring tertiary distance learners’
conceptions of reflection and how these ideas might change during their higher education

study aligns with Richardson’s explanation.

There are two obvious differences between the studies reviewed so far in this chapter and
the research questions for this thesis. The major difference between the studies on
conceptual change and this thesis is the nature of the phenomenon being investigated.
These researchers were interested in learners’ changing conceptions of a particular, pre-
defined phenomenon (such as the shape of the Earth). Indeed, such studies seem to deal
with mathematical or scientific concepts although there are some examples of these

approaches being used in liberal arts subjects (e.g. Carretero & Voss, 1994).

This thesis does not propose a universal way of understanding reflection. On the contrary,
this research seeks to understanding the different ways distance learners conceptualise
reflection. It did not seem appropriate to consider conceptual change as a shift from holding

an ‘initial’ notion of reflection to holding a ‘scientific’ understanding of reflection, to apply
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Vosniadou’s terminology. In fact, it did not seem appropriate to presume these variations

existed at all.

An epistemological development perspective will offer a view that is ‘domain general’
(Schommer & Walker, 1995; Hofer, 2002, p. 11). Learners’ goals, expectations and
needs—factors which may be neglected in strictly cognitive studies—have a place in some
literature on epistemological development (Pintrich et al., 1993). As the literature reviewed
in the rest of this chapter will confirm, studies on epistemological development deal with
learning in a broader sense rather than in terms of specific phenomenal understanding. A
broader approach is advantageous to this thesis since this research is exploratory rather than
hypothetico-deductive (i.e. there is no hypothesis for when and how distance learners’

conceptions of reflection change).

Another difference is that the studies reviewed in this chapter (so far) often involved
younger learners, whereas the literature on epistemological development deals ‘almost
entirely’ with adolescents and adults (Kuhn & Weinstock, 2002, p. 125). It is important to
adopt a theoretical perspective that has already been used to make significant inroads into

understanding adult learning.

The idea of cognitive conflict is still an important factor in epistemological development.

When exploring any movement in conceptual understanding, points of uncertainty will be

interesting areas to consider because, as Dewey (1910) explained, ‘perplexity, confusion or
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doubt’ is the source of all thinking (p. 12). Indeed, as the literature presented in this chapter

will confirm, the notion of uncertainty underlines these theories.

3.3 Epistemological development

3.3.1 Perry’s model of intellectual and ethical development

Perry’s model of intellectual and ethical development has been widely acknowledged as the
forerunner for research on epistemological beliefs (King & Kitchener, 1994) and is
considered as a ‘heuristic for understanding’ the ways university students experience
education (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997, p. 90). Chapter 2 presented Perry’s model as an
example of a framework in which reflection plays a role at higher stages. Perry’s study also
serves as an example of longitudinal research that explored university students’ ‘moral’
development, in the sense that their assumptions about ‘values and responsibilities’ were

challenged and redefined at each position (p. 44).

Perry’s study found that a student’s motivation to move through these stages (or to stay
still) seemed to be based on their internal drive to ‘progress’ or ‘conserve’ (p. 52) with little
perception that the university itself was imposing these pressures. In Chapter 2, position 5
of Perry’s model was identified as the point at which reflection may begin to play a
prominent role in this development. Interestingly, this is also the position that Perry
described as ‘highly unstable’, where students experienced the need to orientate themselves
to something rather than stay in a state of ‘diffuse relativism’ (p. 212). Perry suggested that
this was the position at which students move toward ‘Commitment’ (higher levels) or

detach themselves from the scheme (‘Escape’) (p. 212). Table 3.1 is an excerpt from
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Perry’s scheme showing only positions 5-9 (see Chapter 2 for the full scheme). Positions 7,

8 and 9 were labelled by Perry as ‘Commitments’ (p. 58).

Table 3.1: Excerpt from Perry’s model of intellectual and ethical development

5 The student sees all knowledge as relative in particular
contexts and relegates ‘right/wrong’ classification as relative
to a ‘special case in context’.

6 The student sees the need to make a personal commitment in
order to orientate to a ‘relativistic world’. This commitment is
different to a commitment to an unquestioned belief in

certainty.
7 The student makes a commitment in some area.
8 The student experiences the  ‘implications’ and

‘responsibilities’ of his or her chosen commitment.

9 The student realises the commitment is an ‘ongoing, unfolding
activity through which he expresses his lifestyle’ and, as a
result, affirms his [or her] identity.

(Perry, 1970, pp. 9-10)

In Perry’s view, the most urgent problem from his study was:

What environmental sustenance most supports students in the choice to

use their competence to 6rient themselves through Commitments? (p. 213)
Based on the accounts from his participants, Perry surmised that there were several
supporting factors in a student’s progression toward higher positions of his scheme.
Namely, these factors included a sense of community and the student’s own courage. The
sense of community, according to Perry, held implications for both the learner and the

educator in confirming membership through words and actions.
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A critical view of Perry’s model highlights that the participants in the longitudinal study
were of traditional ages for university students, thereby neglecting to capture the
development of nontraditional students. Cleave-Hogg (1996) carried out a study of 64
university students aged between 30 and 65 years and used Perry’s scheme to analyse the
interview data. Cleave-Hogg recognised aspects of Perry’s model in this sample but found
three other types of commitments that were not part of Perry’s original framework (see

Table 3.2).

Table 3.2: Three types of commitments made by nontraditional university students

1. A commitment to themselves and to the personal urge to develop their knowledge
2. Commitments based on life experiences that have impacted their search for meaning

3. Commitments to social and/or cultural values

(adapted from Cleave-Hogg, 1996, pp. 245-246)

3.3.2 Women’s ways of knowing (Belénky etal.)

Perry’s work was also criticised on the grounds that his sample predominantly comprised
male university students. Belenky et al. (1986) sought to explore ‘what else women might
have to say about the development of their minds’ (p. 9). Over a five year period, Belenky’s
team carried out interviews and case studies with 135 women enrolled in either a formal

learning programme (i.e. university or college study) or an ‘invisible college’ (i.e. parenting
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programmes) (p. 12). The participants were aged between 16 and 60 years old and came

from diverse backgrounds.

Belenky et al.’s interview protocol was based, in part, on questions related to Perry’s
scheme. The first phase of analysis involved scoring the participants’ responses against
various epistemological development frameworks. When scoring the women’s responses
against Perry’s scheme, a particular set of five epistemological perspectives, or ways of

knowing, emerged. These are outlined in Table 3.3.

Table 3.3: Women’s ways of knowing

1. Silence Women experience themselves as mindless and voiceless and at the
mercy of external authority.

2. Received Women perceive themselves as capable of receiving knowledge from
knowledge  sources of authority but not capable of creating knowledge.

3. Subjective  Truth and knowledge are conceptualised as personal, private and
knowledge  subjectively known, or intuited.

4. Procedural  Women are invested in learning and applying knowledge using
knowledge  objective means.

5. Constructed Women view all knowledge as contextual; they are the creators of
knowledge  knowledge; both subjective and objective tactics for learning are
valued.

(adapted from Belenky et al., 1986, p. 15)

There appears to be some overlap with Belenky’s ways of knowing and Perry’s scheme.
While the notion of ‘silence’ seems unique to women, ‘received knowledge’ is similar to

position 1 in Perry’s model—where there are right and wrong answers and these are
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conveyed by an authority figure. ‘Subjective knowledge’ could be located among positions
2 through 4 of Perry’s model, as the learner acknowledges a sense of uncertainty.
‘Procedural knowledge’ relates to Perry’s positions 5 and 6, where knowledge is influenced
by the learning context. ‘Constructed knowledge’ overlaps with Perry’s stages of

Commitments.

Belenky et al. acknowledged that, although similar categories could be found in men’s
ways of thinking, it was particularly interesting to consider the way women used certain
metaphors to explain their ideas about knowledge.

We found that women repeatedly used the metaphor of voice to depict their

intellectual and ethical development; and that the development of a sense of

voice, mind, and self were intricately intertwined. (Belenky et al., 1986, p.

18)

3.3.3 Measure of epistemological reflection (Baxter-Magolda & Porterfield)

Another critical view of Perry’s model refers to its reliance on students’ inferences in
establishing categories of ethical development. Baxter-Magolda and Porterfield (1985)
designed the measure of epistemological reflection (MER) as a tool to measure movement
on the Perry scale. The intention of the MER was to develop a tool that was more reliable

than inferences based on students’ accounts.

The MER was a set of open-ended questions covering various domains (see Table 3.4).

These questions were administered to four groups of university students: first year, last year
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and graduate students (all under the age of 30), and graduate students over the age of 30 in
order to assess their conceptual level on the Perry'scheme. Statistical analysis of the data
showed that the °‘initial support for the MER as a reliable measure of intellectual
development was moderately high’ but that further testing of the tool was required (p. 347).
In follow-up studies, the analysis of different educational levels supported the validity of
the tool. The MER was deemed an accurate measure of the Perry scheme and a tool which

facilitated the matching of students’ responses to levels of the model.

In later research by Baxter Magolda, the MER was not used to measure students’
intellectual development (e.g. Baxter Magolda, 1996). Rather, Baxter Magolda reverted to
qualitative methods such as interviews and written questionnaires, linking the analysis to

Perry’s epistemological positions.
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Table 3.4: Measure of epistemological reflection (MER) model

Domains  Absolute Transitional Independent Contextual
knowing knowing knowing knowing
Role of Obtains knowledge  Understands Thinks for self; Exchanges and
learner from instructor knowledge shares views with compares
others; creates own  perspectives; thinks
perspective through problems;
integrates and
applies knowledge
Role of Share materials; Provide active Share views; serve  Enhance learning
peers explain what they exchanges as a source of via quality
have learned to knowledge contributions
each other
Role of Communicates Uses methods Promotes Promotes
instructor knowledge aimed at independent application of
appropriately; understanding; thinking; promotes ~ knowledge in
ensures that employs methods exchange of context; promotes
students understand  that help apply opinions evaluative
knowledge knowledge discussion of
perspective; student
and teacher critique
each other
Evaluation Provides vehicle to  Measures students”  Rewards Accurately
show instructor understanding of independent measures
what was learned the material thinking competence;
student and teacher
work towards goal
and measure
progress
Nature of Is certain or Is partially certain Is uncertain— Is contextual; judge
knowledge absolute and partially everyone has own on basis of
uncertain beliefs evidence in context

(Baxter-Magolda, 1992, p. 30)

Following up on the findings of earlier research, Baxter-Magolda (1996) carried out a

longitudinal study of 80 university students. Her findings showed that only two per cent of
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the participants could be classified as what she called ‘contextual knowers’ as they came to
graduation.
Contextual knowers believe that knowledge is uncertain and that one
decides what to believe by evaluating the evidence in the context in the
question. (p. 284)
She followed the development of these participants after they left university and reported
on the perceptions of 25 of these students as they became contextual knowers during their

postgraduate coursework. Table 3.5 outlines the five themes that grew out of these data.

Table 3.5: Themes of contextual knowers

1. Students valued opportunities to think and explore for
themselves, to struggle with ideas, and to formulate and
support their opinions.

2. Students valued connecting their beliefs with their own lives
and identities.

3. Students valued teaching/learning that utilised their own
knowledge and experience.

4. Students valued mutual respect in the student/teacher
relationship.

5. Students valued collaboration among peers in exchanging
perspectives.

(adapted from Baxter-Magolda, 1996, pp. 290-298)

Baxter-Magolda suggested some teaching strategies to promote contextual knowing but

also noted that the learners’ own assumptions would need to be taken into account when
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employing specific pedagogical tactics. She also remarked that, armed with this insight,
perhaps contextual knowing should be promoted by challenging learners’ epistemological

assumptions at an earlier age.

3.3.4 Argumentative reasoning (Kuhn)

Motivated by a desire to understand the beliefs underlying people’s opinions on everyday

matters, Kuhn (1991) sought to explore the process behind holding a reasoned view.
Implicit in all of the opinion surveying is the assumption that the views
people hold are reasoned views—that a process of weighing pros and cons
or positive and negative evidence regarding alternatives has at some level of
consciousness gone into an argument for or against gun laws or abortion

laws or increased foreign aid. (p. 4)

Kuhn explained that people are able to reason more easily if the problem is ‘well-
structured’ or, in other words, if the problem has a ‘single, well-defined answer’. ‘Ill-
structured’ problems, on the other hand, do not have a clear answer and would include

questions with open-ended answers (e.g. What does reflection mean to you?) (p. 7).

To investigate the thinking processes involved in solving ill-structured problems, Kuhn’s
team carried out interviews with 160 participants. These participants were evenly
distributed across four different age groups: teenagers, 19-29 year olds, 40-49 year olds and
60-69 year olds. Participants in each group were recruited from a similar education or

workplace setting. For example, the teenagers were from four different high schools; the
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60s group were from a YMCA social group (p. 19). In addition to this main sample of
participants, another sample of ‘experts’ was interviewed as part of Kuhn’s study. These
participants were recruited based on their potential expertise on the three ill-structured

problems that Kuhn’s team posed during the interviews.

Each participant was interviewed individually on two different occasions. The main part of
the interview dealt with probing the participants’ thinking about three ill-structured
problems:

1. What causes prisoners to return to crime after they’re released?

2. What causes children to fail in school?

3. What causes unemployment?
During the interview the participants were asked to answer the question, then to justify their
answer. At which point, the participants were asked to propose an opposing viewpoint and

finally, to offer a remedy to the underlying social problem (pp. 15-20).

Kuhn reported that at least half of the participants belonged in the ‘absolutist’
epistemological category. Absolutists believed that an expert could know or find the
specific causes of reoffending, poor educational achievement and unemployment. Those
who held a ‘multiplist’ epistemology denied that there could be any certainty among
experts and that their own viewpoints would be just as plausible as an expert’s. And, those
with an ‘evaluative’ epistemology also believed in the uncertainty of answers but

considered an expert’s view as more credible than their own (pp. 173-191).
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There were a few participants that Kuhn labelled as having an absent epistemology and
some whose beliefs were assimilated or reinforced with new information. Kuhn and
Weinstock (2002) added a pre-absolutist category (‘realist’) when summarising the findings

of Kuhn’s original study (p. 124). See Table 3.6 for an outline of Kuhn’s theory.
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Findings based on the educational backgrounds of Kuhn’s participants showed that those
with more experience of education held more sophisticated epistemologies than those with
less education. Interestingly, the only exception to this finding was between the
epistemologies held by the teenagers and by the 20-29 year olds. Despite the 20-29 year
olds having had experience of higher education, there were no significant differences
between the two groups. Kuhn suggested that a question for schools and university is how
to design learning experiences that ‘optimize the development of argumentative skills’ (p.

291).

3.3.5 Reflective judgement model (King & Kitchener)
King and Kitchener (1994) also recognised an aim for educators as one of helping students
develop the way they think. Similar to Kuhn, King and Kitchener focused on how people
deal with ill-structured problems: e.g. ‘Deciding how to dispose of nuclear waste safely’ (p.
11). They believed a person’s ability to think reflectively can only be determined in
relation to a difficult problem.

If educators neglect to engage students meaningfully in addressing ill-

structured problems and if researchers fail to include ill-structured problems

in their assessment of critical thinking, the teaching and evaluation of these

important skills will also be neglected. (King & Kitchener, 1994, p. 13)

Also, like Kuhn, King and Kitchener referred to the process of considering ill-structured

problems as critical thinking but they claimed that research on critical thinking failed to
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take into account the role of reflective judgement. King and Kitchener’s model of reflective
judgement was based on interviews with participants from a range of different ages and
backgrounds—from high school students to middle-aged adults—over a 15 year period.

Table 3.7 outlines King and Kitchener’s seven key stages of reflective judgement.
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Table 3.7: Summary of the reflective judgement model

Stage Example statement

1. Knowledge is absolute ‘I know what I have seen.’
and concrete.

2. Knowledge can be ‘If it is on the news, it has to be true.’
obtained through the
senses or by way of an
authority figure.

3. Personal beliefs can be ‘When there is evidence that people can give to
known only when convince everybody one way or another, then it
absolute knowledge is will be knowledge; until then, it’s just a guess.’
obtained.

4. Beliefs are justified by ‘I’d be more inclined to believe evolution if they
giving reasons and using had proof. It’s just like the pyramids: I don’t
evidence, but the think we’ll ever know. Who are you going to
arguments and choice of ask? No one was there?’
evidence are
idiosyncratic.

5. Knowledge is contextual ‘People think differently and so they attack the
and subjective since it is problem differently. Other theories could be as
filtered through a true as my own, but based on different
person’s own judgements evidence.’
and perceptions.

6. Knowledge is constructed ‘It’s very difficult in this life to be sure. There
into individual are degrees of sureness. You come to a point at
conclusions about ill- which you are sure enough for a personal stance
structured problems. on the issue.’

7. Knowledge is the ‘One can judge an argument by how well

outcome of a process of
reasonable inquiry.

thought-out the positions are, what kinds of
reasoning and evidence are used to support it,
and how consistent the way one argues on this
topic is as compared with the other topic.’

(adapted from King & Kitchener, 1994, pp. 14-16)
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The stages in the reflective judgement model can be grouped into three categories: pre-
reflective (stages 1-3), quasi-reflective (stages 4-5) and reflective (stages 6-7). Reflective
thinking on one’s beliefs requires knowledge, the ability to reason, and the capacity to

‘understand and accept real uncertainty’ (p. 17).

3.3.6 Epistemological belief system (Schommer)

Schommer (1990) considered personal epistemologies too complex to be categorised by a
single dimension and proposed a belief system of five dimensions: structure, certainty,
source of knowledge, control of knowledge acquisition and speed of knowledge acquisition
(p. 498). Schommer explained that the first three dimensions were derived from Perry’s

scheme and the other two dimensions were linked to theories on the nature of intelligence.

To test this theory, Schommer carried out two separate experiments with students enrolled
in junior college and university programmes. The first experiment investigated whether the
students’ beliefs were a system of independent epistemologies and explored any factors that
might influence or predict these beliefs. This experiment asked the participants to complete

a set of surveys and tasks.

The second experiment sought to establish links between the participants’ epistemological
beliefs and their comprehension abilities. This experiment asked the participants to read a
passage from one of two domains (social sciences or physical sciences) and then to

complete a set of comprehension tasks.
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Findings from Schommer’s first experiment pointed to four independent factors (or beliefs)

that students held. These are outlined in Table 3.8.

Table 3.8: Epistemological beliefs

Factor Belief Assertion

Factor 1 Innate ability ‘The really smart kids don’t have to work hard to
do well in school.’

Factor 2 Simple knowledge ‘When I study, I look for specific facts.’
Factor 3 Quick learning ‘Successful students learn things quickly.’
Factor 4 Certain knowledge ‘Scientists can ultimately get to the truth.’

(adapted from Schommer, 1990, p. 500)

Schommer’s findings from the first experiment also suggested that a student’s background
can influence their epistemological beliefs. Age was an important factor in understanding
that learning can be an acquired skill. Also, students with more experience in higher

education were more likely to view knowledge as uncertain.

Findings from the second experiment showed that a student’s beliefs influenced their

responses to the task. For example, a student with ‘certain knowledge’ provided absolute

answers. Household variables also were important predictors for certain beliefs.
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These results suggest that the more education parents have the more they
expect their children to take responsibilities in the home and for their own
thinking, the more likely children will develop a sophisticated system of
epistemological beliefs. (Schommer, 1990, p. 503)
Schommer remarked that apart from family influence, education may be the most important
factor in developing personal beliefs about knowledge and that this raises a host of

implications for educators.

Later research by Schommer and Walker (1995) offered evidence that students’
epistemological beliefs are not domain specific. Therefore, the beliefs students hold about
the nature of knowledge can be generalised across various topics or domains. Schommer
and Walker explained that these findings offer reasons for teachers to build epistemological

issues into their curriculum and that this may involve an interdisciplinary approach.

3.4 Discussion

The studies reviewed in the previous section have several commonalities. Hofer and
Pintrich (1997) presented a summary table of several key epistemological frameworks.
Table 3.9 builds on their comparison to include findings from Cleave-Hogg (1996) and

Schommer (1990).

The intention and outcome of Table 3.9 is to show how the theoretical frameworks overlap.

Perry’s model, although developed by other researchers through subsequent years of
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theory-building, serves as a robust model from which to locate later theories. The starting
line for each of these models is an epistemological stance of absolute certainty. The lines of

development, regardless of the terminology used, show increasingly more sophisticated

beliefs about the nature of knowledge.
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3.4.1 Reflection and epistemological development

Most theories on epistemological development seem to view an individual’s intellectual
development as a hierarchical path that» moves from holding basic beliefs about knowledge
toward understanding the emancipatory benefits of knowledge. Perry’s and Cleave-Hogg’s
commitments, Belenky et al.’s constructed knowledge, Baxter-Magolda’s contextual knowing
and King and Kitchener’s reflective thinking are pitched as aspirational, or ideal, ways of

knowing.

Importantly, these higher order epistemological beliefs require reflection. Since critical reflection
is necessary in questioning assumptions and transforming experiences to knowledge (Mezirow,
2000), it is therefore an essential activity in developing more sophisticated epistemological

beliefs (i.e. in moving from an absolute way of knowing to a contextual epistemology) (Lucas &

Tan, 2013).

3.4.1.1 Reflection on experience

In positions 8 and 9 of Perry’s scheme, a learner engages with an experiential learning cycle as
he or she experiences the impact of a chosen commitment and realises it as an ongoing activity.
Belenky et al.’s idea of procedural knowledge and Baxter Magolda’s notion of contextual
knowing both involve the application of knowledge. In these ways, each of these frameworks
links to Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning, as presented in Chapter 2. Kuhn’s ideas on critical

thinking as an essential feature of higher order epistemologies corresponds with Brookfield’s
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model of critical thinking as presented in the previous chapter. Moving through experience in

order to apply knowledge requires reflective (and critical) thinking.

3.4.1.2 Reflection within a social context

Perry’s position 9 involves a learner’s awareness of lifestyle and identity. Belenky et al.’s
perspective of constructed knowledge views knowledge as constitutive, thereby created within a
social context. Baxter Magolda’s idea of contextual knowledge considers knowledge as being
developed within a context and values the input from others in creating meaning. In Chapter 2,
Butler’s model of human action was presented as a framework that views reflection as the device
that opens communication between the social context and the self. Therefore, in holding more
sophisticated personal epistemologies, individuals employ reflection to contextualise their ways

of knowing.

3.4.1.3 Reflection caused by cognitive conflict

Cognitive conflict occurs in movement along these trajectories. Perry’s model implied this
conflict would be fairly pronounced at positions 5 and 6, when the learner decides whether to
make a commitment to a relativistic world. Baxter-Magolda’s (1996) findings suggested that the
process of becoming a contextual knower may be an uncomfortable one. Furthermore, once this
stage of learning is achieved, these learners actually value conflict (‘struggle with ideas’). Dewey
expressed the central role of conflict and uncertainty in instigating reflective thinking. It is
plausible to conclude that reflection, therefore, is an essential activity in overcoming barriers to

higher levels of epistemological beliefs.
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3.4.2 An epistemological perspective on conceptions of reflection

Students’ orientations to critical reflection vary because their epistemological beliefs influence
the ways they ‘learn and make judgements’ (Lucas & Tan, 2013). An epistemological
development perspective offers a valuable way to think about whether distance learners’
conceptions of reflection change during their higher education experience. The goal is not to
investigate distance learners’ personal epistemologies and link these to their conceptions of
reflection. However, an awareness of students’ beliefs about the nature of knowledge can
illuminate students’ learning and motivation (Buehl & Alexander, 2001) and therefore, may help

to frame students’ conceptions of reflection.

Early studies on levels of processing and conceptions of learning (Marton, 1975; Marton & Siljo,

1976b; Sdljo 1979a, 1979b) have clear links to Perry’s model of epistemological development.
For the most part, Marton’s work clearly reinforces the Perry scheme, arguing that
meaning-making needs to be considered the most central aspect of learning.

(Moore, 2002, p. 28)

Sdljo’s (1979b) conceptions of learning presented five ways of understanding learning. These
conceptions, as outlined in Chapter 2, ranged from a basic, reproductive notion of learning to a
social, interpretative understanding. Others have suggested a sixth conception of learning as
personal transformation (e.g. Marton, Dall’Alba & Beaty, 1993; van Rossum & Hamer, 2010).

All of these conceptions can also be linked to Perry’s scheme.
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Van Rossum et al. (1985) viewed learning development in a similar way to Perry, ‘in short as an
aspect of the growth to a personal philosophy’ (p. 637). Moreover, the development from one
conception to another was seen to be dependent on the context, including relationships with

‘significant others’, quality of teaching and social demands (p. 637).

Higher education, it seems, is a major influence on one’s own beliefs about the nature of
knowledge (Schommer, 1990) and is a catalyst for developing higher order conceptions of
learning. However, a student’s own objectives within a higher education setting may impact the
conceptual change process (Pintrich et al., 1993). Additionally, the learning context can both

facilitate and hinder a learner’s development (van Rossum & Hamer, 2010).

These are interesting factors to consider when thinking about distance learning. Distance learners
are classified as nontraditional university students due to factors such as age, part-time status and
life experience. Compared to traditional university students, distance learners possess different
motivations for pursing a higher education programme (Rautopuro & Vaisanen, 2001).
Richardson (1994) suggested that mature students may be more likely to take a deep approach to
learning than traditional university students. Furthermore, distance learning environments can
include online discussion forums, synchronous online classrooms, and the learner’s own home or
workplace. Distance learners, therefore, offer a unique set of attributes when thinking about the

impact of higher education on one’s epistemological development.
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Increasingly, reflective activities are being promoted in distance education curricula. The UK’s
Open University, for example, has addressed reflective practice across its faculties by including
reflection as a key learning outcome for many its distance modules and by encouraging students
to undertake reflective activities (Alden, 2009b). Thorpe (1995) carried out interviews with Open
University students on two different modules. The activities and assessments of each module
were designed to encourage reflection on experience and critical thinking. The conclusions
drawn from these case studies suggested that reflective activities, if correctly designed, can create
powerful learning experiences. Thorpe also commented that well-designed assessment can
support reflection on experiences and on one’s own approach to learning. In a later case study,
Thorpe (2000) looked at students’ responses to reflective questions and respective tutors’
comments on a set of assessments from a Technology module at The Open University. While the
findings showed that, with clear guidance on reflective tasks and explanation of reflective theory,
students were able to engage with some forms of reflection, the study also identified the need for

distance tutors to be committed to facilitating reflective learning.

Thorpe’s studies clearly indicate that reflection is part of the distance education agenda and it is
prudent to further this line of research. Literature on levels of processing, conceptions of learning
and epistemological development suggest that movement toward higher levels of thinking can be
promoted through pedagogical strategies. Indeed, theorists such as Kuhn and Schommer claimed
these strategies should be of utmost importance among educators. The notion that certain
teaching strategies can encourage students to development along a certain trajectory offers

implications for considering students’ conceptions of reflection.
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3.5 Research questions 2 and 3
The second research question of this thesis addresses the impact of higher education on distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection. Research question 2: To what extent do distance learners’

conceptions of reflection change during their higher education experience?

While it is important to consider the basic notion of conceptual change, as posed by research
question 2, it is also interesting to consider the differences in conceptions between distance
learners with more experience of higher education and those with less experience. In terms of
personal epistemologies, findings based on the educational backgrounds of Kuhn’s participants
showed that those with more experience of education held more sophisticated epistemologies

than those with less education.

Schommer’s findings from her first experiment also suggested that a student’s background can
influence their epistemological beliefs. Age was an important factor in understanding that
learning can be an acquired skill. Additionally, Schommer reported that students with more

experience in higher education were more likely to view knowledge as uncertain.

Chapter 2 presented Kember et al.’s (2000) study designed to measure the level of reflective
thinking among undergraduate and postgraduate students. The findings suggested that

postgraduate students are more likely to engage in reflective thinking than undergraduate

students.

89



Prompted by the findings from each of these studies, it seems germane to explore whether the
same differences occur among tertiary distance learners. Research question 3 addresses this
point: To what extent do distance learners with more experience of higher education hold
different conceptions of reflection from distance learners who have less experience of higher

education?

3.6 Chapter conclusions
The review of literature in Chapters 2 and 3 has provided a context in which to consider the three
main research questions of this thesis:
1. What are distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education?
2. To what extent do distance learners’ conceptions of reflection change during their higher
education experience?
3. To what extent do distance learners with more experience of higher education hold
different conceptions of reflection from distance learners who have less experience of

higher education?

Literature dealing with the role of reflection in learning suggests that reflection plays a
significant role at higher levels of an individual’s epistemological development. However,
distance learners’ orientations to reflection may differ. These differences may be influenced by
social or cultural factors and, in the case of Open University students, the differences may be
based on factors such as age, educational background and employment experience, since these

learners come from diverse backgrounds.
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These learners’ orientations to reflection may be largely dependent on how they conceptualise
reflection and how they think of themselves as reflective learners. Understanding how distance

learners conceptualise reflection will become a key undertaking for this research.

In the literature pertaining to conceptual change and epistemological development, the idea of
cognitive conflict was discussed. This appeared to be the point at which a learner questioned
existing beliefs and worked out how to incorporate new information. For this thesis, it may be
important to think about the points at which cognitive conflict is happening in the distance
learners’ experience. And, from a sociocultural perspective, it would be pertinent to investigate

how cultural tools (including other people) affect cognitive development.

Some of the literature reviewed here expressed the need for teaching strategies that enhanced
learners’ metaconceptual awareness so they could assimilate new information into a stronger
theoretical framework. Also, through building students’ metacognitive skills, it is likely that
students could employ reflective thinking with a greater sensitivity to their own personal
development. For this thesis, it is germane to explore the extent to which these factors have

impacted (or are perceived to be important in) the conceptual change process.

Thinking about conceptual change and epistemological development as a pathway, it seems
necessary to identify a starting point. Chapter 6 reports on Study 1 and proposes a model of
distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education. The next section of this thesis—

Chapters 4 and 5—discusses the research approach and methodology for this research.
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Chapter 4: Research approach

4.1 Introduction

The previous two chapters reviewed literature dealing with reflection and conceptual
development in order to provide a milieu for this thesis research. Several empirical studies
were considered in terms of theory and method with the aim of sharpening the original set
of research questions. In doing so, the line of inquiry driving this thesis was scrutinised in
light of existing research. Consequently, a set of the researcher’s personal curiosities about
learners’ notions of reflection has been reworked into three main research questions to

guide this discovery.

Chapter 4 Research approach marks the beginning of a section on methodology. First, this
chapter makes a case for a qualitative approach to the studies contained in this thesis.
Second, an argument is presented for adopting a specific qualitative approach:
phenomenography. Third, a discussion of some of the issues and limitations associated
with this type of research is presented. Aspects of phenomenographic research, such as data
collection and analysis are addressed. This chapter concludes with a statement regarding

the chosen research approach along with summary points for moving forward.

4.2 Rationale for a qualitative approach

In light of multiple quantitative studies researching student learning and manifold issues

related to considering the value of a particular approach, it seems both necessary and
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worthwhile to provide a solid case for adopting a qualitativé approach to this thesis
research. This section argues for a qualitative approach to the studies contained in this
thesis based on the following:

1) the nature of the research questions,

2) the nature of the participants in question, and

3) the possible pedagogical implications of this type of investigation.

4.2.1 Nature of the research questions

A hypothetico-deductive research design in which a hypothesis, or multiple hypotheses,
is/are predicted and tested through controlled experimentation was not appropriate for this
thesis research. Rather, the aim was to collect participants’ thoughts, accounts and
experiences about reflection in distance higher education. Therefore, it was more useful to
devise a set of ‘research questions’ to explore certain aspects of student learning (Mason,
2002, p. 26). By not imposing a predicted outcome on the study, the participants’ ideas

about reflection were able to emerge in a relatively untreated way.

It was assumed that all humans have a certain understanding of the world and therefore a
unique viewpoint. Therefore, in order to address the research questions for this study, it was
important for this thesis to elicit descriptive accounts from the participants. This meant that
the researcher could interpret meanings embedded in the participants’ experiences and
personal frameworks with an awareness of the context to which these participants related.

This also meant that meanings were ‘variable and renegotiable in relation to their contexts
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of use’ (Henwood, 1996, p. 27). Adopting a qualitative approach to this research allowed
rich personal accounts to be obtained within a natural setting while avoiding the ‘problem
of inappropriately fixing meanings’, which is sometimes problematic in quantitative

research (p. 27).

4.2.2 Nature of the learners in question

Tertiary distance learners are accustomed to using correspondence techniques such as
written responses to questions, email communication and telephone conversations to relate
their ideas. It was realistic to assume that the participants in this study would be able to

provide open-ended input in these ways since these tools are common in their student lives.

Tertiary distance learners often come from a range of educational and employment
backgrounds. Some will not have been involved in formal education for some time. The
notion of reflective learning may be relatively new to them. Students may have difficulty
articulating their own meanings. However, a qualitative approach can view language as
‘constitutive’, or the ‘site where meanings are created and changed’ (Taylor, 2008, p. 6). A
qualitative approach does not necessarily rely on a shared understanding of these concepts.
Rather, meaning is created through the written and verbal accounts, and dialogue, that can

take place using qualitative methods.
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4.2.3 Possible pedagogical and research implications of this study

Qualitative methods are prevalent in education research (Cohen, Manion & Morrison,
2007). The need to understand the learner’s perspective has become increasingly important
for researchers and practitioners. By adopting a qualitative approach, a back-story can be
drawn based on individual accounts and experiences. Indeed, one view in educational
research is that ‘humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead
storied lives’ (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). For this thesis, these stories may offer
insight into why tertiary distance learners hold a particular set of conceptions of reflection
and whether these conceptions change over time. By eliciting personal accounts and
descriptions of experiences, it might be possible to illuminate factors for conceptual
change. Understanding the implications of ‘why’ these notions might change may translate

into meaningful tools for educationalists.

A qualitative design may also offer the author and other readers more room for reflection
on the research itself than what would be possible with quantitative research (Walford,
2000). It would seem plausible that a thesis about reflective learning should also invite

reflection on its design, its data and its findings.

4.2.4 Reconciling the argument for a qualitative approach
The previous section contended that a qualitative design for this thesis research was more
appropriate because the research questions called for a corpus of data related to tertiary

distance learners’ experiences and accounts of reflection. The rest of this section discusses
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some problematic features of the preceding argument for adopting a qualitative research

approach.

First, a qualitative approach requires the researcher to interpret the participants’ meanings
while remaining sensitive to their respective contexts. This activity of contextual
interpretation holds the danger, or rather the actuality, of being affected by the researchers’
own perspectives (Henwood, 1996). For this thesis, this aspect of qualitative research was
addressed by bracketing the researcher’s a priori assumptions prior to carrying out the
research (Sandberg, 1997) and by inviting scrutiny from other parties (i.e. research
supervisors). Furthermore, the iterative process of reflexivity offers the researcher a chance
to revisit the research design to minimise her own impact on the data and its subsequent

analysis (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).

Second, using a qualitative design for this research offered the opportunity for meaning-
making to occur during semi-structured interviews (email, telephqne and in-person) and
open-ended written responses to survey questions. Therefore, participants articulated their
ideas through their discourse, dialogue and/or written responses. The hazard for qualitative
researchers is one of ‘reactivity’, the phenomenon whereby a participant provides responses
they think the researcher wants to hear (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 101). This
notion is sometimes termed ‘social desirability’ (e.g. Joinson, 2006, p. 25). Hammersley
and Atkinson claimed that, while reactivity can be eliminated through the use of other

methods (e.g. complete observer), such methods were not practical for this thesis. To
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overcome this potential problem, the researcher maintained a certain degree of self-
awareness, which involved ‘the imagined act of stepping back to observe oneself as an
actor within a particular context’ (Taylor, 2008, p. 17). This helped the researcher
understand her own role and possible effect within the situation while still engaging in the

constitutive activity of an interview.

Throughout the data collection process, participants were assured that there were no right or
wrong answers and that their responses would remain anonymous. Additionally, an
assumption was made by the researcher that the responses to interview questions would be
meaningful no matter what version of reality the participants decided to relate. This logic
was based on the idea that their responses would still be what the participants thought
would be seen as important and appropriate to the context (Hammersley & Atkinson,

2007).

Thirdly, the preceding argument posited that pedagogical and research implications of these
research findings would be enhanced through a qualitative approach. Using leamners’
narratives to consider how and why they hold certain conceptions of reflection may offer a
richer tapestry from which practitioners and researchers might know the learner. However,
in representing these data as research findings, the researcher faced the challenge | of
‘representation and legitimation’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 21). The researcher was not
able to claim her interpretation of the data was an objective account of reality. Nor were

there ways to evaluate the findings against one true reality. The subjective nature of the
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participants’ accounts, as well as the reflexive way in which they were evaluated offered a
particular version of reality. Replicating the study would create another version of reality
but could potentially corroborate the findings of the thesis. Therefore, the researcher
caréfully designed and described the research so that other researchers could replicate these

studies (Taylor, 2008, p. 318).

These treatments do not overwrite the effect of the researcher but they do temper the issues
related to using qualitative methods. The next section discusses different types of
qualitative research traditions and offers reasons for selecting a phenomenographic

approach.

4.3 Qualitative research methodologies and design

This section reviews the chief qualitative methodologies and the theories that support their
designs. As mentioned in the previous section, the researcher did not impose a strict design
on this thesis research. The design of the thesis was shaped by a set of research questions,
yet remained fluid enough to be ‘data-driven’ and ‘context specific’ (Mason, 2002, p. 24).
This meant that the chosen methodology was one that offered the best strategy for

addressing the research questions (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).

Table 4.1 provides an overview of five qualitative research traditions in terms of focus,

origin, data collection, analysis and form (Creswell, 1997, p. 65).
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Denzin and Lincoln (2005) pointed out that qualitative research does not have its own set of
methods or practices. Qualitative research is interdisciplinary, sharing processes and
formats across fields. Looking at Creswell’s table, one feature of qualitative research that
seems to appear across the traditions is the use of interviews as a primary means of data
collection. The interviews vary in length and across different sample sizes, depending on
the tradition but nevertheless, the popularity of this method indicates its efficacy in

collecting qualitative data.

Although Creswell’s table offers a clear way of thinking about these five traditions, the
boundaries that distinguish these areas are often blurred. Indeed, Denzin and Lincoln
(2005) described qualitative research as a ‘complex, interconnected family of terms,
concepts and assumptions’ (p. 2). For example, Braun and Clarke (2006) reasoned that,
although ‘thematic analysis’ involved elements of grounded theory (discovering themes in
the data), it could be used in other approaches to research to develop themes from the data.
Osborne (1994) explained that some research traditions (e.g. ethnography and grounded

theory) can have ‘phenomenological aspects’ (p. 168).

So, while it was useful to consider the research approach for this thesis in a holistic way—
as belonging to a particular tradition—it was important to understand the features of other
traditions and how these could be used or adapted within the chosen tradition. Again, the
goal was to adopt a research approach that addressed the research questions in the most

effective way. The next section discusses the traditions in Creswell’s table and gives
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reasons for rejecting ones that did not offer a clear framework for investigating this thesis’s

line of inquiry.

4.4 Design choice

As mentioned in the previous section, interviews are used across the research traditions to
collect data from participants. For this thesis research, interviews were used as one method
of data collection. (See Chapter 5 for a discussion on the different methods used.) However,
the nature of the research questions called for a more rigourous evaluation of the research
traditions and the theories that underpin them. This section outlines the reasons for not

adopting certain research traditions. It will conclude with a chosen research approach.

Biography, according to Creswell’s description, is about one person’s life and can quickly
be ruled out as an option for this thesis research. The research questions deal with distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education and therefore involve multiple
viewpoints. Ethnography and Case Studies can be rejected on the basis of method.
Ethnographic research involves participant observation, looking at social behaviour and
often requiring extensive time in the field (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Behaviour was
not the focus of this thesis research. Rather, this research explored mental frameworks of
the participants and how their conceptions of a phenomenon were related to their context
and to other conceptions. Case studies could be used to explain the studies contained in this
thesis because the samples belonged to learners on particular tertiary distance learning

modules. However, other features of the case study research tradition were not present in
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this thesis. For example, the data came from survey and interview responses rather than

from a range of artefacts.

Similarly, there are features of the grounded theory tradition that are present in this
research. For example, the data analysis was done in a way that allowed categories of
description to emerge from the corpus. And, although the research was driven by the
researcher’s own interests, efforts were made to foster a research design that was faithful to

these students’ conceptions of reflection.

Phenomenology, as described by Creswell, seemed the most likely fit for addressing this
particular set of research questions. Indeed, this thesis intended to investigate distance
learners’ ideas about a particular phenomenon: reflection. However, Creswell’s summary
stated that phenomenology aimed to ‘understand the essence of experiences about a
phenomenon’. This was not the case for this thesis. Students’ accounts of their experiences
of reflection were useful to help understand their meanings of reflection. However, the
research focused on understanding the ways in which students conceptualised reflection,
not on gaining a deeper understanding of their experiences. The researcher concluded that,
while Creswell’s table offered a summary of possible data collection methods across
multiple research approaches, it did not include a relevant framework for this particular

research.
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4.5 Phenomenography
Phenomenography is a research approach that has been inspired by ‘hermeneutic,
ethnographic and phenomenological methodological traditions’ (Svensson, 1997, p. 164)
yet is markedly distinct from these designs. On the one hand, phenomenology works on the
basis that all knowledge is grounded in our immediate experience of the world.
Phenomenography, on the other hand, tries to understand relationships between people and
different features of the world around them, regardless of whether those connections are
shown as experiences, thoughts or behaviours (Marton, 1986). As noted in Chapter 1:
Phenomenography is a research method adapted for mapping the qualitatively
different ways in which people experience, conceptualise, perceive, and
understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world around them.

(Marton, 1986, p. 31)

The etymology of ‘phenomenography’ is derived from the Greek words phainomenon
(appearance) and graphein (description), literally meaning that phenomenography is a
‘description of appearances’ (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997, p. 191). Although there is some
evidence to suggest an earlier use of the term, it is widely acknowledged that the term was
first used by Ference Marton in 1981 to describe research that had been carried out by his

team in Gothenburg (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997).

There is evidence that phenomenography is an offspring of phenomenology, a field of

research commonly attributed to Husserl (1921/1970). This connection, however, has been
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heavily disputed. Marton (1986) specifically argued that phenomenography was born out of
a need for a practical way of researching student learning from a second order perspective.
Giorgi (1999) echoed Marton’s argument by describing the emergence of
phenomenography as ‘a grassroots development that leapt from problem to solution’ (p.70).
However, there exists a paradox when considering that ‘phenomenography’ was used to
describe research that had already taken place in Gothenburg and that this research had
phenomenological features (Hasselgren & Beach, 1997). This might imply that, although
the earlier research may have been underpinned by the phenomenological tradition,
Marton’s subsequent reflections on the research helped to sharpen phenomenography as a

field in its own right.

Svensson (1997) explained that phenomenography
makes its own ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions
with inspiration from and similarities to several older and concomitant

traditions, without agreeing entirely with any of those. (p. 171)
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Svensson listed these assumptions as follows.

1. Knowledge has a relational and holistic nature.

2. Conceptions are the central form of knowledge.

3. Scientific knowledge about conceptions (and generally) is not true but
uncertain and more and less fruitful.

4. Descriptions are fundamental to scientific knowledge about conceptions
(and generally).

5. Scientific knowledge about conceptions is based on exploration of
delimitations and holistic meanings of objects as conceptualised.

6. Scientific knowledge about conceptions (and generally) is based on

differentiation, abstraction, reduction and comparison of meaning. (p. 171)

Svensson’s list of assumptions represents many of the beliefs that underline this thesis
research. The notion that knowledge if uncertain is the basis for the higher order
epistemological beliefs discussed in Chapter 3. And, it is through distance learners’
descriptions of their conceptions of reflection that a reduced set of different beliefs can

emerge and be compared to one another.

Trigwell (2000) incorporated these assumptions and represented them as points of
departure (Figure 4.1). Here phenomenography is summarised as being non-dualist,
meaning it assumes that the human mind and body do not operate as separate entities. It is a

qualitative approach to research that seeks to understand the world through a second-order
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perspective or, in other words, from the individual’s perspective rather than the researcher’s
viewpoint. A phenomenographic approach to research aims to establish a set of ways that
people understand particular phenomena. The variation and relations between these ways of

thinking are of utmost interest.
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Figure 4.1: Points of departure in phenomenography (Trigwell, 2000, p.78)

This section outlined the chosen research approach for this thesis and described the
tradition of phenomenography. The next section offers a rationale for adopting a

phenomenographic approach.
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4.6 Rationale for a phenomenographic approach
This section offers an explanation of why phenomenography was chosen as the research
approach for this thesis based on:

1) the nature of the inquiry,

2) the unit of measurement, and

3) the practical significance of this research tradition.

4.6.1 Nature of the inquiry in phenomenography

Phenomenographic research investigates the qualitatively different ways in which people
understand a particular phenomenon (Marton, 1986). One way in which this approach
differs from previous research in learning is that °‘the point of departure in
phenomenography is always relational’ (p. 33). This means that phenomenographers seek
to gain a ‘second-order perspective’ (Marton 1981, p. 177) whereby their goal is to describe
‘an aspect of the world as it appears to the individual’ (Marton, 1986, p. 33). This is in
contrast to a first-order perspective (based on the researcher’s ideas about the world), which
Marton (1981) argued is still useful because both perspectives are ‘complementary’ (p.
177). However, Marton claimed that only by taking a second-order perspective would we

be able to capture the ways people understand particular phenomena.

For this thesis research, a second-order viewpoint was needed in order to explore the ways

in which students considered the idea of reflection and how they thought of themselves as

reflective learners. Marton also referred to this as a ‘from the inside’ perspective (1981, p.

108



181). However, in phenomenography, the idea of learning is also relational—*it takes place
through an interaction between the student, the content of learning material, and the overall
learning environment’ (Entwistle, 1997, p. 129). The ability to understand an individual’s
ways of thinking about a learning phenomenon, such as reflection, would need to be based

on descriptions of their own experiences with reflection.

4.6.2 Unit of measurement in phenomenography

The basic unit of measurement in phenomenographic research is a ‘conception’, or an
individual’s way of understanding a particular aspect of reality (Sandberg, 1997, p. 203). In
other phenomenographic studies, conceptions have also been referred to as ‘ways of
conceptualising’, ‘ways of experiencing’, ‘ways of seeing’, and ‘ways of understanding’

(Marton & Pong, 2005, p. 336).

Marton (1981) explained that conceptions are not considered as separate entities but rather
as categories of description ‘to be used in facilitating the grasp of concrete cases of human
functioning’ (p. 177). In other words, categories of description come together within an
outcome space as a collection of knowledge. Marton noted that this collection of
knowledge is, ‘an evolutionary tool in continual development’ (p. 177). It is within this
space that phenomenography seeks insight into how the categories relate to one another

(Marton, 1986).
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Indeed, illuminating and exploring the relationships between individuals’ conceptions of a
phenomenon is at the core of phenomenographic research.
It is a goal of phenomenography to discover the structural framework within
such various categories of understanding exist. Such structure (a complex of
categories of description) should prove useful in understanding other people’s
understandings. (Marton, 1986, p. 34)
This interest in conceptual differences, or variation, is explained by Marton (1986) as the
prerequisite for ‘discernment’. By way of example, Marton suggested that one cannot
discern a noise if that noise is happening all the time. And, as Marton reasoned, there needs

to be discernment before there is meaning.

Marton and Booth (1997) theorised that the structure within the categories of description
and the meaning that is derived from discernment are ‘dialectically intertwined and occur
simultaneously when we experience something’ (p. 87). Therefore, in order to experience
something we need to be able to discern the ‘something’ from its context and to discern the

parts of the ‘something’ within its context.

The studies contained in this thesis are motivated by the researcher’s interest to know more
about learners’ conceptions of reflection. In basic terms, this is in line with the aims of
phenomenographic research. However, it is not just the notions these learners’ hold of these
phenomena, rather it is the differences between, and perhaps within, these conceptions that

is of interest. Moreover, this thesis seeks insight into the landscape of these different
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categories of description within an outcome space. In the pursuit of mapping and
interpreting these ways of thinking, a phenomenographic approach was the clear choice.
The next section looks at the practical significance of phenomenographic research thereby

adding another layer to the decision to adopt this particular approach.

4.6.3 Practical significance of phenomenographic research

Early phenomenographic research led to several important insights. One of these was that
there is a small, finite set of qualitatively different ways that learners understand various
phenomena. This is often considered the ‘cornerstone of phenomenographic research’
(Booth, 1997, p. 136). Another insight was that there are different ways that students go

about the activity of learning.

Investigating the ‘what” and the ‘how’ of learning is useful to practitioners (Marton &
Booth, 1996). Booth (1997) suggested that phenomenographic research sheds light on the
ways in which learners come to ‘see something in a certain way as a result of undertaking
learning tasks that are met in educational settings’ (p. 136). It would be logical to assume
that a method, such as phenomenography, that ‘so vividly portrays differing
conceptualisations’ must be highly relevant to teaching and learning (Entwistle, 1997, p.
129). This notion echoed Marton’s (1981) reasoning that ‘the pedagogical potentiality and
necessity of the field of knowledge to be formed’ is a clear factor for adopting a second-

order perspective in research (p. 178). Learners’ reflections on their own experiences, as
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elicited in phenomenographic research, are the type of information needed by
educationalists.
Staff in higher education do not have a good appreciation of how teaching is
affecting students...The interview extracts used [in phenomenographic
research] to delimit the categories of description communicate these
experiences in a very direct way through the differing perspectives found

among students. (Booth, 1997, p. 129)

It is with some of these ideas in mind that pedagogical implications of phenomenographic
research were considered as an argument for adopting a phenomenographic approach to this
research. Trigwell and Richardson (2003) commented that phenomenography has greatly
enriched the knowledge associated with teaching and learning in higher education. Early
phenomenographic studies were focused on understanding learners in a learning
environment. It seems reasonable to consider phenomenography for a study that attends to a
similar basis. This approach to research is critical for practitioners in understanding the

ways in which students conceptualise reflection and themselves as reflective learners.

To summarise, this section presented a case for adopting a particular qualitative approach:
phenomenography. The central argument for choosing this approach was three-fold. First,
phenomenography was considered based on the nature of the inquiry. The research
questions in this thesis deal specifically with individuals’ ways of thinking about a

particular phenomenon—reflection. By seeking the learner’s perspective, it was reasoned
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that this research is characteristic of phenomenography. Second, it was proposed that this
research should be approached in a phenomenographic manner since the unit of
measurement is a conception. This research seeks to develop categories of description
based on learners’ conceptions of reflection. It also aims to identify the relationships
between the different categories within an outcome space. By using a conception as the unit
of measurement for this research, and by having research objectives such as these, this
thesis adopts obvious features of a phenomenographic design. Third, the findings of
phenomenographic research have important practical implications. This thesis elicits
learners’ conceptions of a learning phenomenon to gain a better understanding of teaching

and learning in higher education.

4.7 The process of phenomenographic research
Bowden (2000) offered a framework for thinking about the process of phenomenographic
research (see Table 4.2). He claimed that focus, validity and reliability were important to

consider at all stages.
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Table 4.2: Phenomenographic research processes

Plan
Purpose
Strategies
Data Collection
From whom?
Why?
How?

Relation to purposes

Analysis
How is it carried out?
Who does it? (How many; expertise; roles?)
Relation to purposes

Interpretation

Context of study
Context of application
When no longer phenomenography?

(adapted from Bowden, 2000, p. 7)

Broadly speaking, this thesis follows Bowden’s suggested approach. Chapter 5 offers a
discussion of the methods of data collection used in this thesis research, while Chapters 6
through 8 are reports on the analysis and findings from each of the three studies herein.

Chapter 9 presents an interpretation and discussion of these findings within the larger

context of higher education.

This thesis comprises three studies, each involving different groups of students. The aim

was to capture input from learners on particular modules and, in doing so, delineate a finite
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set of conceptions. A set of demographic characteristics were recorded from the
participants when the samples were formed. These data were used to deepen the

investigation.

The strategies for collecting participants’ viewpoints involved asking open-ended questions
in a variety of formats: face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews, email interviews,
postal questionnaires and online questionnaires. These are discussed in more detail in the
next chapter. This section addresses pertinent phenomenographic issues for collecting and
analysing data for this thesis. As Bowden illustrated, it is important for phenomenographers

to consider the research focus, validity and reliability at all stages of the research process.

4.7.1 Phenomenographic data collection

Interviewing is a primary means of data collection in phenomenography (Marton, 1986).
Interview methodologies possess manifold issues in terms of data collection, some of which
were outlined and discussed in Section 4.2 of this chapter. Generally speaking, the effect of
the researcher on the interview, the relationship between the researcher and the participant,
and the situated and constitutive nature of the interview should be considered when
carrying out interviews. However, there are issues related specifically to carrying out
phenomenographic interviews, which are discussed in this section. For this thesis, data
were collected through interviews and open-ended questionnaires. Much of what applies to
phenomenographic interviews is also relevant to written instruments. Particular aspects of

these methods, however, are discussed in Chapter 5.
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Data collection for this research involved capturing distance learners’ ways of thinking
about reflection. Although individuals’ conceptions can emerge in different forms of action,
the most available form is language (Svensson, 1997). These conceptions are not stored in a
person’s memory. Rather ‘the meaning resides within the interconnections of remembered
instances and has to be reconstituted in providing an explanation’ (Entwistle, 1997, p. 127).
Therefore, phenomenographic data collection requires methods of eliciting descriptions,

stories and examples, usually in a narrative form.

The nature of the questioning is an important aspect to consider in phenomenographic
research. Questions need to be open-ended so the individual can choose the ‘dimensions of
the question’ they want to answer (Marton, 1986, p. 42). Marton explained that the
dimensions the individual chooses to answer are a useful feature of the data because they
expose an aspect of the person’s ‘relevance structure’. The questions need to be worded in a
way that allows the researcher to probe the individual’s understandings (Booth, 1997).
Follow-up questions such as ‘Could you explain that further?” or “‘What do you mean by
that?” encourage the participant to articulate their ideas as fully as possible (Bowden, 2000,

p. 10).

The extent of questioning also needs to be considered. Akerlind (2005) reflected on her
own experiences of phenomenographic data collection in terms of knowing when to stop. In

anecdotal terms, she referred to this threshold as an ‘ah-ha’ feeling. Or, in other words, a
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point at which the researcher feels they have uncovered a hidden meaning within the

participant’s response.

There are several considerations to make when designing and carrying out
phenomenographic interviews. Some of these deal with interview protocol but, as with any
human encounter there are other practical aspects to consider. For this thesis, issues
surrounding health and safety, human ethics, confidentiality, technology and the
environment presented factors for consideration. Many of these issues are outlined in

Chapter 5.

4.7.2 Phenomenographic data analysis
Analysis of phenomenographic data involves identifying a small set of ‘qualitatively
distinct descriptive categories’, or conceptions (Booth, 1997, p. 138). The process was
summarised by Marton (1994) as follows:
The interviews are transcribed verbatim and the analysis is carried out in an
iterative manner on those transcripts. Distinctly different ways of
experiencing the phenomenon discussed in the interview are the units of
analysis and not the single individuals. The categories of description
corresponding to those differing understandings and the logical relations that
can be established between them constitute the main results of

phenomenographic study. (p. 4424)
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Booth (1997) described this process as requiring the researcher to ‘immerse’ themselves in
the data, thereby ‘knitting together as whole a picture of the meaning of the phenomenon as
possible’ before a set of categories comes into view (p. 138). This, Booth said, is achieved
when a hierarchical structure between the categories can be identified, which may
necessitate many analytical revolutions. Booth’s description corroborated Marton’s (1986)
explanation that, when carrying out phenomenographic analysis, eventually there will be a

‘decreasing rate of change’ and the ‘whole system of meanings is stabilized’ (p. 43).

Marton and Pong (2005) explained how they analysed their data from a phenomenographic

study of students’ conceptions of price and trade using a 2-stage analytical model.
1st stage: focused on identifying and describing the conceptions in terms of
their overall meanings. This was done by marking and segmenting the
transcripts according to the themes addressed. A unit was formed whenever
there was sufficient evidence that a particular overall meaning had been
expressed.
2nd stage: focused on identifying the structural aspect of each conception
expressed. The units, now denoted by the various overall meanings, were
studied in detail, to identify within each unit the elements of the
phenomenon that were focused upon, and to devise a description of each
conception’s structural aspect. In doing so, we paid attention to the explicit
variations that the student brought in as they focused on a particular

element, as well as the variations that were implied by that element. (p. 337)
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The process of phenomenographic analysis is as Marton (1986) wrote: ‘tedious, time-
consuming, labor-intensive and interactive’ (p. 43). And, as with any interpretive activity,
there is a danger of misunderstanding and/or misrepresenting the data. Bowden’s advice to
remember the research focus, validity and reliability throughout the phenomenographic
process is understandable (see Table 4.2). Sandberg (1997) reasoned that since replicability
is the primary measure of reliability in mainstream qualitative research, the same could be

true for phenomenographic studies.

Marton (1986) noted that there were two questions to consider when calling for
replicability in phenomenographic research:
1. Would other researchers reach the same categories of description as the
original researcher?
2. Would other researchers recognise the conceptions identified by the original -
researcher? (p. 35)
He argued that while replication could be helpful in the second instance, it was not relevant
in the first. Another way he put it was: “Would two botanists discover the same plants and
species if they independently explored the same island?’. The question, he explained, had to
do with discovery and a discovery does not need to be replicated. However, Marton also
explained that it would be useful to reach a level of agreement as to their existence if others

are going to use the findings.
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Saljo (1988) proposed that ‘interjudge reliability’ would assist in this case because it
measures the ‘communicability of categories and thus gives the researcher information that
someone else can see the same differences in the material as he or she has done’ (p. 45).
Sandberg (1997) criticised the use of interjudge reliability in phenomenographic analysis
because, as a measure, this procedure is based on an objectivist epistemology. He argued
that the epistemology of phenomenography (like phenomenology) assumes that ‘as the
researcher is a human being, he/she is always intentionally related to the research object’
(p. 208). Therefore, it would be a ‘fundamental mistake’ to use another’s interpretation of
phenomenographic data as a measure of reliability (p. 208). [See Figure 5.1 in the next

chapter for Bowden’s (2005) model of phenomenographic relationality.]

Sandberg suggested ‘interpretive awareness’, deliberately acknowledging the researcher’s
subjectivity throughout the research process, as an alternative measure of reliability (pp.
209-210). He proposed the following set of interpretive guidelines for researchers doing

phenomenographic analysis.
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1. Orientate to the phenomenon as and how it appears throughout the research
process. (Establish clear research questions.)

2. Orientate to describing what constitutes the experience under
investigation, rather than attempting to explain why is appears as it does.
(Do not-generate descriptions that surpass the individuals’ experience).

3. Treat all aspects of the lived experience under investigation as equally
important (horizontalization).

4. Search for structural features (or the basic meaning structure, of the
experience under investigation.

5. Use intentionality as a correlation rule to assist in explicating the variation
in the conceptions identified. The intentional analysis consists of three
separate steps:

a. identify what the individuals conceive as their reality;
b. identify how the individuals conceive that reality;
c. relate individuals’ ways of conceiving to what they conceive as their

reality. (Sandberg, 1997, p. 209)

Threats to validity in phenomenographic research rests primarily on what Akerlind (2005)
explained as being faithful and focused on the aims of the research.
Validity is widely regarded as the extent to which a study is seen as
investigating what it aimed to investigate, or the degree to which the

research findings actually reflect the phenomenon being studied. (p. 330)

121



Akerlind’s explanation summarises Sandberg’s guidelines. Van Rossum and Hamer (2010)
noted that in remaining aware of their own subjectivity, they had achieved reliability in
their phenomenographic research. Their explanation of how they used interpretive

awareness in their own studies echoed Akerlind’s quote.

The analysis stages of this thesis research involved each of Sandberg’s points to some
degree. The research questions were clearly set out in Chapters 2 and 3. The researcher was
careful not to stretch the analysis to find what was not there. All data were considered
important by the researcher and the analysis of conceptions, categories of description and

variation between these was handled with care and rigour.

Furthermore, the researcher identified her a priori assumptions before the studies were
carried out (see Chapter 5). These were referred to again at the conclusion of this
monograph. By maintaining an awareness of these preconceived ideas, the researcher
worked toward what Sandberg, Akerlind and van Rossum and Hamer suggested as ways to

achieve reliability and validity in phenomenographic analysis.

4.8 Chapter conclusions
This chapter provided a rationale for selecting a qualitative rather than quantitative
approach to this thesis. A case for phenomenography has been put forward and the

processes of data collection and analysis were discussed. The following points regarding
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the choice to adopt a phenomenographic approach were important to take forward into the
next stages of research.

1. A solid and constant focus on the research questions will not only guide the research
activities but will assist in achieving a high level of validity.

2. Carefully planned interview and questionnaire protocol will elicit rich, descriptive
accounts of the participants’ experiences and ideas. These accounts will serve as
corpora data from which to interpret underlying meanings.

3. Arigorous and iterative analysis of data will produce more meaningful categories of

descriptions from which to consider variation and structure.

The next chapter will discuss the methods of data collection for the three studies contained

in this thesis.
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Chapter 5: Methods of data collection and analysis

5.1 Introduction

The previous chapter addressed the decision to adopt a phenomenographic approach to this
thesis research. Chapter 5 continues the discussion of methodology but deals more
specifically with sources of data and with methods of data collection used in the studies

herein.

There are three phenomenographic studies contained in this thesis. Each study investigates
distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education using different research
designs and methods. The first study used an open-ended, self-administered questionnaire
that was distributed by post. The second study involved a series of face-to-face, telephone
and email interviews. The third study employed a two-stage open-ended online
questionnaire. Each of these studies involved particular groups of distance learners on

higher education modules. Table 5.1 summarises these methods by study.
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Table 5.1: Methods of data collection by study

Study Methods used Reported in
Study 1: Distance learners’ Open-ended postal Chapter 6
conceptions of reflection in higher questionnaire

education

Study 2: A longitudinal perspective Face-to-face interviews Chapter 7
of distance learners’ conceptions of Telephone interviews

reflection in level 1 undergraduate Email interviews

study

Study 3: Distance learners’ Open-ended online Chapter 8
conceptions of reflection in questionnaire

postgraduate study

First, this chapter discusses interviewing as a means of collecting data in
phenomenographic research. Second, this chapter outlines other methods employed in this
thesis. Third, an overview of phenomenographic analysis is presented. Finally, this chapter

discusses ethical considerations for working with human participants.

5.2 Interviewing

The interview is possibly the most widely used method in qualitative research (Mason,
2002) and is the primary method for data collection in phenomenographic studies
(Trigwell, 2000). The decision to use individual interviews should be based ‘on sound

ontological and epistemological principles’ and linked to a set of robust research questions

(Mason, 2002, p. 83).
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The researcher’s own epistemological position is probably best described as a ‘contextual
knower’ (Baxter Magolda, 1996, p. 284). As outlined in Chapter 3, this means the
researcher believes that knowledge is uncertain and problems should be considered in
relation to their context. Additionally, as a mature student, the researcher also identifies
with Cleave-Hogg’s (1996) epistemological ‘commitments’. In this sense, the researcher is
aware that her beliefs are influenced by her commitment to personal development and
social values. It also means that the researcher is conscious of her own biography and how
this has affected her ways of knowing. However, when deciding to use interviewing as one

of the data collection methods for this thesis, certain other assumptions were made.

First, an ontological assumption was made that people’s views and experiences were
important aspects of their ‘life world’ (Kvale, 2007, p. 11). Indeed, phenomenographic
research aims to identify the ‘qualitatively different ways in which people experience,
conceptualise, perceive and understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world
around them’ (Marton, 1986, p. 31). In this study, interviewing offered an opportunity to
collect distance learners’ notions of reflection in the social world and to analyse these ideas
for ‘distinctly different ways of experiencing’ reflection in distance higher education

(Trigwell, 2007, p. 78).

Second, an epistemological assumption was made that, in order to acquire a particular

intensity within the data, a method was required to elicit rounded, descriptive input from
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participants. Data collection in phenomenographic studies is usually conducted in an
‘explorative’ manner (Svensson, 1997, p. 169).
For instance in an interview this means that it is not necessarily explorative in
the sense of asking and talking about a lot of different things forming part of
the experience of an interviewee. The interview becomes focussed on specific
parts of the interview expressing conceptions of objects or phenomena and the
exploration concerns the interviewees’ delimitation and experienced meaning

of these objects. (p. 169)

This exploration is largely accomplished by encouraging the participant to ‘reflect on
previously unthematised aspects of the phenomenon in question’ (Trigwell, 2000, p. 77)
and to describe feelings, experiences and particular actions (Kvale, 2007). Interviews, as a
tool for data collection, provided scope to gather rich, descriptive data from some of the

participants in this thesis research.

Third, the choice to use interviewing as one of the methods for data collection was based
on the epistemological assumption that interview discourse is constitutive and contextual.
Data, in this view is not merely collected; it is ‘generated’ (Mason, 2002, p. 32). Meaning
is developed through the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee (Kvale,
2007). In phenomenography, this is done in a relational way, acknowledging the inter-
relationships between the researcher, the participant and the phenomenon (Bowden, 2005).

The non-dualist nature of phenomenography means that ‘reality is not seen as being “out
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there™’, rather it is created through these inter-relationships (Trigwell, 2000, p. 79). A point
of interest in this thesis was the ability of interviews—as social, discursive events—to

uncover underlying meanings of reflection.

While these assumptions helped to make the decision to use interviews as one method of
data collection for this research, Mason (2002) warned that the decision to use individual
interviews should not be made lightly. For interviewees to open a door to their own life-
world, they need to be able to articulate their ideas in a way that is meaningful between
themselves and the interviewer. The less articulate participant may create a challenging
interview scenario for the researcher and may offer impoverished data to the project

(Creswell, 1998).

There are other difficulties in relying on participants’ accounts to illuminate our
understandings of worlds. Sdljo (1997, p. 178) cautioned researchers against relying on
discourse for ‘indicating a way of experiencing’; rather he noted that in talking, humans are
attempting to achieve something. The constitutive feature of discourse means that the
interviewer plays a significant role in the development of meaning within the interview

event.
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The consequence is that the data produced by interviews are social
constructs, created by the self-presentation of the respondent and whatever
interactional cues have been given off by the interviewer about the
acceptability or otherwise of the accounts being presented. (Dingwall, 1997,

p. 59)

The phenomenographic interview creates a complex situation whereby the researcher and
the participants have a relationship, not only with each other, but also with the
phenomenon. Bowden (2005, p. 13) termed this ‘phenomenographic relationality’. The
object of study in phenomenography is the relationship between the participants and the
phenomenon, as depicted in Figure 5.1. An interview scenario may cloud and distort this

view with the other relationships involved.

Relationship Researcher Relationship
between between
researcher and researcher and
participants phenomenon
Object
of
study
Participants < w » \ Phenomenon

Relationship between participants
and phenomenon

Figure 5.1: Phenomenographic relationality (adapted from Bowden, 2005, p. 13)
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Despite these issues surrounding the use of interviews as a method of data collection, there
are ways of reducing the threats they pose. Phenomenography attempts to ‘maximise the
variation in ways of seeing’ different phenomena (Green, 2005, p. 35). For this reason, it
may be helpful to have participants with a range of experiences, which may also mean a
range of abilities in articulating their ideas. Willig (2007) noted that seemingly articulate
participants can sometimes offer overly elaborate responses that hold little value, whereas
there is sometimes something of value in the raw data collected from the less well-spoken

interviewee.

Issues related to the construction of reality that occurs in the meaning-making between the
interview and the interviewee can be hedged in several ways. First, a ‘purpbseful selection
of participants’ can offer a more strategic sample for data collection (Creswell, 1998, p.
118). Second, the ‘bracketing’ of the researcher’s own beliefs can help to maintain a focus
on the participants’ relationships with the phenomenon in question during the interview
event (Ashworth, 1996, p. 11; Sandberg, 1997). Third, a rigorous approach to the interview
process can create awareness of potential threats to validity and reliability (Green, 2005).
These three topics—sampling, bracketing and the interview process—are discussed in the

following sections.
5.3 Sampling

Creswell (1998) explained that interview participants in phenomenological research need to

be individuals who have ‘experienced the same phenomenon’ being investigated in the
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research and who can ‘articulate their conscious experiences’ (p. 111). The same could be
argued for recruiting participants for phenomenographic studies, since ideally they would
have had experiences with the phenomenon under study and would be able to express
themselves in a meaningful way. Selecting and recruiting these participants from a larger
population are critical tasks in a qualitative research project (Mason, 2002). The fact that
participants will be chosen from a ‘wider universe’ implies there were others who were not
chosen. Therefore, it is imperative for researchers to provide a rationale for how they went

about sampling (p. 122).

A number of sampling strategies exist to rationalise the ways in which participants are
selected in qualitative studies. Table 5.2 summarises some of the strategies that were

considered for this thesis research.
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Table 5.2: Summary of qualitative sampling strategies

Sampling strategies

Descriptions

Maximum variation
Confirming and
disconfirming cases
Theory-based

Extreme or deviant cases

Typical case

Intensity

Stratified purposeful

Random purposeful

Criterion

Combination or mixed

Documents diverse variations and identifies
important common patterns

Elaborates on initial analysis, seeks exceptions,
looks for variation

Finds examples of a theoretical construct and
thereby elaborates on and examines it

Learns from highly unusual manifestations of the
phenomenon of interest

Highlights what is normal or average

Information-rich cases that manifest the
phenomenon intensely but not extremely

Mlustrates subgroups and facilitates comparisons

Adds credibility to sample when potential
purposeful sample is too large

All cases meet some criterion

Triangulates, is flexible and meets multiple interests

or needs

(adapted from Creswell, 1998, pp. 119)

For this project, it was decided that a ‘combination’ strategy would be most useful. More

specifically, the combination would be a blend of ‘maximum variation’ and ‘criterion’
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strategies. It was felt that this pairing would promote a fertile sample for generating a
variety of conceptions from distance learners, as Green (2005) suggested. The ‘criterion’
strategy would harness a sub-group of the population who have likely experienced the
same phenomenon: reflection (cf. Creswell, 1998). Arguably, other strategies could have
been adopted for different studies contained herein. Most obviously, those dealing with
specific ‘cases’ and ‘theory-based’ would have been relevant in testing different groups
against a theoretical model. However, this was not the rationale used when recruiting

research participants for this thesis.

Relatively speaking, qualitative research employs smaller numbers of respondents than
quantitative research. Miles and Huberman (2004) noted that between 20 and 30
participants offer ‘sufficient variation’ in qualitative studies (p. 28). These sample sizes
would also offer manageable data sets for phenomenographers. For phenomenographic
research, the sample size is typically small (e.g. N=30) (Trigwell & Richardson, 2003, p.
41), although there are examples of studies using a variety of sample sizes. In what would
later be described as phenomenographic research, Siljo (1979a, 1979b) carried out
interviews with 90 participants and Watkins and Regmi (1992) analysed written data from

333 university students in their phenomenographic study.
Regardless of the sample size, the qualitative researcher needs to consider direct

implications for ‘whether and how generalisation is consequently possible’ (Mason, 2002,

p. 120). Phenomenographic research is concerned with understanding the ‘qualitative
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variation in the ways a group of people experience a phenomenon’ (Trigwell, 2000, p. 76).
So, although it is useful for phenomenographic research to yield findings that are
generalisable to other groups, its first priority is to investigate differences between
conceptions of a particular group. This thesis research focused on obtaining a range of

input from participants who met certain criteria (i.e. belonged to a particular group).

Ultimately, the primary question is whether the sample is large and diverse enough to
address the project’s research questions without being so big that it becomes ‘diffuse’
(Mason, 2002, p. 136). Miles and Huberman (2004) suggested that sampling in qualitative
research requires two actions that often create tension: first, to set boundaries for thé study
and second, to create a frame through which to analyse the data. This allows the researcher
to sample ‘within and across cases’ and to keep the project linked directly to the research
questions (p. 27). This project involved three different samples, each confaining between
12 and 50 distance learners. This number was large enough for the researcher to discover
different conceptions within each group, yet manageable enough to work with the data and

to compare conceptions within the outcome spaces.

Sample attrition occurs when members of the sample decide not to participate in a study
(Sapsford, 2007). There may also be instances where it is not possible to use input from a
participant, such as an unintelligible interview recording. In studies that are carried out in
waves, people may ‘lose patience with the survey’ and drop out (p. 93). For this project,

there was a significant drop out rate in the second study. As explained in Chapter 7, the
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second study involved longitudinal panel data, meaning it measured the same sample ‘two
or more times’. Although this method is helpful in determining net change and in

investigating the source of change, these studies typically suffer from attrition (Wiersma &

Jurs, 2005, p. 161).

Thomas (2004) suggested that it is a good idea to keep a record of those who choose not to
take part in the study. This could offer insight into the representativeness of the sample by
‘estimating the likely biases in the sampling’ (Sapsford, 2007, p. 94). Howevgr, for this
study, contact information was only provided (to the researcher) for those who consented to
participate in the sample. This was done in compliance with the University’s policies on
the use of student data. Attrition for each of the studies in this thesis is addressed in greater

detail later in the thesis.

5.4 Bracketing

Bracketing is a concept rooted in the tradition of phenomenology. As noted in Chapter 4,
phenomenology is a field of research that is commonly attributed to Edmund Husserl
(1921/1970). According to Tufford and Newman (2012), Husserl’s book, Ideas
(1913/1931), proposed the notion of ‘das unmittelbare Sehen or direct seeing’ as the core
activity to ‘understanding the lived experience’ (Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 82). Gearing

(2004) summarised Husser]’s concept of direct seeing:
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Essentially, to know is to see, and to see is to look beyond constructions,
preconceptions, and assumptions (our natural attitude) to the essences of the

experience being investigated. (p. 1430)

Bracketing became known as one term for ‘the process of tapping this essence of
experience and looking beyond preconceptions’ (Tufford & Newman, 2010, p. 82). Starks
and Trinidad (2007) explained that:
In phenomenology and grounded theory researchers engage in the self-reflective
process of bracketing, whereby they recognize and set aside (but do not
abandon) their a priori knowledge and assumptions, with the analytic goal of .-

attending to the participants’ accounts with an open mind. (p. 1376)

As previously mentioned, a challenge of phenomenographic interviewing is to allow the
‘life-world’ of the participant to ‘emerge in clarity’ so that a particular aspect of that world
can be investigated (Ashworth, 1996, p. 11). Bracketing allows researchers to recognise and
set aside their own presuppositions and assumptions (Stark & Trinidad, 2007; Willig, 2007)
so that the focus can rest on the relationship between the interviewee and the phenomenon

under study (Bowden, 2005).

Bracketing, in practice, is not an altogether foreign activity. Dukes (1984) explained that

bracketing happens frequently and naturally in our daily lives.
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This is something human beings do all the time and take for granted. Were I to
write to a friend about the loss of my dog, my friend would not ask me what
kind of dog he was, how much money he was worth, what color he was,
whether or not he was a good watchdog. My friend would consider all such
factual particulars irrelevant, beside the point, and would immediately grasp
the point—the nature of griéf...Similarly, when we read a book or watch a
play, we automatically bracket out the merely contingent, accidental factual
particulars. We are not bothered by such considerations as how much sleep
Othello got last night, or what he ate for breakfast, or even what his early
relationship to his mother was like. We do not consider those facts as relevant
to the action at hand, or as possible causes of Othello’s current mental state.
The point of the play is, rather, the structural necessity of a kind of

experience—the tragically self-reinforcing nature of jealousy. (p. 199)
Tufford and Newman (2010) proposed that bracketing plays a role in all forms of

qualitative research. Their model (Figure 5.2) provides a useful way of considering the

pervasiveness of bracketing in all facets of phenomenographic research as well.
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Figure 5.2: The integration of bracketing into qualitative methodology (adapted

from Tufford & Newman, 2012, p. 88)

Viewing the process of bracketing in this way, one can see how intertwined the researcher’s
self and the researcher’s conceptualisation of the project are with the activity of bracketing.
The bracketing process then affects the formulation of research questions, the methods of

data collection and analysis, and finally, the writing up of the research findings.
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In order to bracket the researcher’s own ideas for this thesis, a set of a priori assumptions
were acknowledged regarding the interviewees’ life-worlds (Sandberg, 1997), their
relationships to the phenomenon of reflection and the researcher’s own relationship with
reflection. Table 5.3 outlines this researcher’s assumptions, which are organised according
to Bowden’s (2005) dimensions of relationality to show how these were considered for

each relationship.
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Table 5.3: This researcher’s a priori assumptions for bracketing

Relational
dimension
(Bowden, 2005)

A priori assumptions

Relationship
between
researcher and
phenomenon
(reflection)

Relationship
between
interviewer and
participant

Relationship
between
participant and
phenomenon
(reflection)

Reflection is a multi-faceted activity people use to make sense of their
own journeys through life.

Reflection is a necessary tool for personal development.

Reflection is a meta-cognitive process that assists in the ‘enrichment’
or ‘revision’ of existing mental models (see, e.g. Vosniadou, 1994, p.
46).

Reflection is critical in problem-solving and in collaboration with
others.

Reflection can manifest in (and be prompted by) a variety of forms and
methods.

Reflection is a significant aspect of the researcher’s own practice as a
tutor and as a member of society.

The researcher believes reflective methods can be taught and doing so
would improve society as a whole.

The researcher sees enforced reflection as often time-consuming but
believes practice can make this a more efficient and built-in activity.

The researcher discloses herself to be a student at the same organisation
as the participants in the belief that there is a general sense of
membership that is shared between the two people.

The researcher is aware that the participant may see a student in a
postgraduate position as academically more advanced. The researcher
believes this could result in participants deferring to the researcher’s
ideas, asking for approval and/or advice, or possibly interrogating the
researcher.

The researcher believes the participant has some understanding of what
reflection means.

The researcher believes that some of the participants can probably
consider reflection in terms of their own learning.

The researcher assumes that the participant does not have an overly
developed personal definition of reflection.

The researcher believes that the participants have already experienced
reflective activities in their university modules. However, the
researcher assumes that some of the participants will not fully
understand why they are being asked to carry out reflective tasks.
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Attention to bracketing was critical for this thesis research. Chapters 6 through 8 report on

the research carried out for each of the three studies. Throughout the stages of planning,

data collection and analysis, and writing up, the researcher was keenly aware of her own a

priori assumptions. Working in this way, the researcher hoped to achieve reliability through

interpretative awareness (see Chapter 4) and to be faithful to the tradition of

phenomenographic research.

5.5 The interview process

Bowden (2005) suggested that issues surrounding relationality in phenomenographic

interviews exist at various stages of the interviewing process. These can be dealt with by

following a set of methodological processes.

1.

2.

Devise an interview schedule about a chosen phenomenon.

Invite each participant individually to comment in various ways about the
phenomenon.

Encourage full disclosure by each participant of their ideas about the
phenomenon by using various interview techniques.

Record the interview.

Analyse the transcripts as a group so as to map out a limited number of

categories of description.

(adapted from Bowden, 2005, pp. 13-14)
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Bowden explained that the avoidance of any unplanned inputs during this process was
important in order to keep the focus on the phenomenon. Green’s (2005) advice corroborated
Bowden’s list of methodological processes. She reflected that the rigour of her own
phenomenographic research included systematic strategies to ‘avoid as much as possible
unplanned researcher impact’, striving for ‘consistency’ in data collection and analysis (p.
45). This section covers the interview process by discussing two aspects—interview design

and data processing.

5.5.1 Interview design
Mason (2002) offered a diagrammatic representation for a system of planning and carrying

out interviews (Figure 5.3).

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Steps 5 and 6
Big > Mini »|  Possible P Loose interview structure or
research research interview format, including any
questions questions topics and standardised questions or
questions sections

A

\ 4

L Step 4 Cross-reference 4J T’

Step 7 Cross-reference

Figure 5.3: Overview of the planning and preparation procedure for qualitative

interviews (adapted from Mason, 2002, p. 72)
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Steps one to three address the translation of research questions to interview topics. Some
may refer to this as developing an ‘interview guide’ (Kvale, 2007, p. 58) or an ‘interview
protocol’ (Mason, 2002, p. 69). In any case, the content and order of the questions are very
important to consider in phenomenographic research.

Phenomenographic interviews are semi-structured, with the researcher

clearly setting the interview topic(s) through the use of a number of set

queétions, but then making substantial use of unstructured follow up

questions to further investigate interviewees’ responses to questions.

(Akerlind, Bowden & Green, 2005, p. 80)

Here, there is a distinction between semi-structured and unstructured interview designs.
This implies that a ‘structured’ design also exists. Indeed, Fontana and Frey (2005) noted
that in structured interviewing all participants are asked the set questions in the same way;
there is ‘little room for variation’ aside from the rare use of an open-ended question (pp.
701-702). The ‘unstructured’ interview, on the other hand, includes open-ended questions
that are not necessarily asked in any particular order, or with any degree of consistency.
The depth that is sought in an unstructured interview is usually derived from a thematic
conversation between the interviewer and the participant. However, the label ‘unstructured’
is misleading. The themes of the interview still provide a framework for questioning. This
misnomer has led some to adopt the term ‘semi-structured” when discussing flexible

interview protocol (Mason, 2002, p. 62).
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Akerlind (2005b) suggested there are three main types of questions in phenomenographic
interviews. |
1. Contextual questions: to set the scene
2. Primary questions: open questions about the meaning of the phenomena for
participants (e.g. What does reflection mean to you?) and asks for ‘situated’
examples (e.g. Can you give me an example of when you used reflection to
solve a problem?).
3. Unstructured follow-up questions: to encourage further elaboration or to
check meaning. (p. 106)
The unstructured follow-up questions offer the phenomenographers an important
opportunity to elicit the ‘why’ rather than the ‘what’ of the interviewee’s conceptions of a

phenomenon (Akerlind, 2005a, p. 65).

Other factors need to be considered alongside the development of the interview protocol.
For example, it is important to have clear entrance and exit strategies so the interview gets
off to a smooth start and finishes in an appropriate way. King (1996) explained that the
introductory section of the interview should be ‘relatively short and unambiguous’ and that
it is important to give time for interviewees to ask questions. This can provide a greater

understanding of the nature and purpose of the interview (p. 179).

In terms of ending an interview, Kvale (2007) noted that this might be difficult if the

interviewees want to carry on exploring ‘the insights in their life world brought about by
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the interview’ (p. 14). For this reason the purpose of the interviews carried out for this
thesis was explained in advance and the interviewees were often supplied with the
interview protocol before the session took place. This provided the participants with an idea
of what the beginning, middle and end of the interview would be like. The interview
protocol for the initial study was piloted with a separate group of learners to test the ways
in which the interviewees may respond to certain questions. Bowden (2005) advised that it
is important to carry out pilot interviews before interviewing your actual sample. This
helped to refine the wording and order of the questions that were asked in the real

interviews. Chapter 6 describes the pilot study in greater depth.

5.5.2 Data storage and processing

Effective storage and retrieval of data is an important objective of research (Creswell,
1998). Typically speaking, phenomenographic interviews are recorded and then
transcribed. The transcripts, therefore, serve as the focus of the data analysis (Akerlind
2005c¢). For this thesis research, interview data was stored as transcripts, either from

recordings or from email correspondence.

Specific methods of data storage will be discussed in later chapters however the use of
transcripts for data analysis raised particular issues regarding validity and reliability. Mason
(2002) warned against assuming interview transcripts were objective records. In order to

provide a faithful account of the interview, it is also important to record ‘observations,
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interpretations and experiences of the interview’ (p. 77). These records can then be used

alongside the transcripts to inform the analysis stages of research.

Kvale (2007) suggested that there is no way of creating an objective written account of an
oral transaction. And, although two or more people could transcribe the same recording in
order to assess inter-judge reliability, the work involved would be complex and time-
consuming. (Other reasons for not using inter-judge reliability as a measure of validity were
presented in Chapter 4.) Rather, Kvale argued, a more helpful way of approaching this

issue is to ask: “What is a useful transcription for my research purposes?’ (p. 98).

5.6 Other methods of data collection

Interviews are relatively new methods of data collection. Only recently have people’s
accounts and experiences been regarded as sources of knowledge. People were not always
so willing to share their thoughts and ideas as openly as they are today (Gubrium &
Holstein, 2001). Nowadays, the interview is ‘part and parcel of our society and culture (p.
11). However, the use of interviews as a method of data collection is problematic when

compared to other research methods.

Mason (2002) suggested that an interview can be viewed as a ‘conversation with a purpose’

(p. 74). Yet, this point of view is in conflict with Bowden’s (2005) suggestion that

phenomenographic researchers should avoid any unplanned input during the interview
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process. How can a conversation, which is widely accepted as a dialogue between two

people, be controlled so that nothing unplanned occurs?

Also, Dingwall (1997) referred to an interview as a ‘deliberately created opportunity’ to
satisfy a researcher’s needs for data about a particular topic. In this view, the interview is a
social construct whereby the participants are put under pressure to offer an ‘adequate
performance’ (pp. 58-59). Earlier literature proposed that participant observation is superior
to interviewing (cf. Becker & Geer, 1970). This was not suggested as a way to avoid the
pressure described much later by Dingwall, but because it provided ‘a rich experiential
context’ in which researchers can observe and make connections with greater relevance to

the topic of study (Becker & Geer, 1970, pp. 142-143).

Participant observation was not relevant for this thesis research because it was not practical
to observe distance learners in study environments. Not only are distance learners fairly
autonomous in their learning but also they are geographically distributed. Furthermore, a
phenomenographic approach to research, as chosen for this thesis, is not typically
characterised by methods of observation. In response to claims such as Dingwall’s—that
participants are merely acting during the interview process—there is a view that since
interview talk is social action it is not necessarily an impoverished substitute for

unobserved social activity (Atkinson & Coffey, 2001).
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Indeed, there are different ways in which an interview can be carried out and different
reasons for doing so (Kvale, 2007). For example, face-to-face interviews may capture
higher response rates and could better deal with complex and sensitive issues than other
types of interviews (Shuy, 2001). Telephone interviews allow researchers to have access to
participants they may not normally be able to reach (Creswell, 1998). For this thesis
research, much consideration was given to the best interview mode for each of the three
studies. In addition to face-to-face interviews, this thesis used telephone interviews, email
interviews and self-completed questionnaires (both postal and online) as ways to collect
data from participants. The rest of this section discusses each of these modes of

interviewing research participants.

5.6.1 Telephone interviewing
Shuy (2001) noted that there were several advantages to telephone interviewing. These
include:
1. reduced interviewer effects
2. better interviewer uniformity in delivery
3. greater standardization of questions
4. researcher safety
5. greater cost-efficiency and fast results
(p- 540)
Disadvantages to carrying out interviews over the telephone could be that they seem more

formal and have a higher refusal rate than face-to-face interviews (Sapsford, 2007). In order
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to address the problems associated with formality, the researcher referred to Lavrakas’s
(1993) tips for helping interviewees relax when collecting telephone interview data.

I recommend that the introductory spiel contain enough information to reduce

as much as possible any nervousness on the part of the person answering the

telephone who hears that a stranger is calling to conduct a telephone survey.

(p. 101)
Also, for this research, telephone interviews were prearranged with the participants. In this
way, the potential intrusiveness of the telephone call was reduced and the likelihood of
someone refusing to take the call was minimal (since they had already consented to

participate in the study).
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Other criteria for choosing between telephone interviews and face-to-face interviews were
summarised by Shuy (2001).

1. the type of interview to be carried out

2. the type of information sought

3. the attitudinal variability, safety and workload of the interviewers

4. the need for consistency and/or uniformity among multiple interviews

5. the social variability of the individual participants

6. the need for contextual naturalness of response and setting

7. the need to let participants generate responses with little or no influence from the

questions
8. the complexity of the issues and questions

9. the economic, time and location constraints of the project (pp. 538-539)

Several of these criteria were deciding factors in using telephone interviews for one of the
studies in this thesis. The workload was lessened by using this method rather than by
travelling to meet a geographically dispersed sample (criteria 3 and 9). Safety was
heightened since the interviews were done in designated offices rather than in public
meetings spaces or in participants’ homes, as might have been the case with face-to-face
interviews (criterion 3). Telephone interviews allowed a wide range of participants to be
involved in the study. This enhanced the social variability of the study (criterion 5). The
interview protocol for the telephone interviews in this thesis was fairly structured, which

made the telephonic mode desirable as well (Fontana & Frey, 2005).
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5.6.2 Email interviews

Using the internet to collect data from individuals can be more economical, farther
reaching, more inclusive and more efficient in terms of data storage and processing than
other forms of qualitative data collection (Bryman, 2004). For Study 2 of this thesis, email
interviews offered an asynchronous method of collecting data at several points over a
period of time. Debenham (2007) termed this method an ‘epistolary interview’ and
corroborated the same benefits proposed by Bryman. Price, Jelfs and Ferguson (2013)
however, asserted that email interviewing can also ‘democratise relations in the interview

process’ since a friendly rapport and ongoing disclosure can develop over time (p. 20).

While these advantages posed key factors for deciding to use email as a way to collect data,
the researcher was keenly aware of the potential problems of this method. Kivits (2006)
noted:
When conducting an email interview over an extended period of time, the
principal challenge that the online interviewer faces is to preserve the
respondent’s interest in the research. (p. 44)
Issues associated with asynchronous communications such as delays in response, failure to
respond and attrition were also considered when making the decision to use email

interviews (Bryman, 2004; Kivits, 2006).

However, for Study 2 of this thesis, it was both realistic and somewhat necessary to use

email interviewing. The participants were geographically distributed and, since they needed
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to be accessed multiple times over the research period, email was one of the only ways to
engage in an ongoing, convenient relationship. Price et al. (2013), who also carried out
research with distance learners at the UK’s Open University, noted that ‘online
communication is part of most students’ daily interactions with the University’ (p. 9).
Email interviewing was seen as an expedient way for distance learners to participate in this
thesis research because students—particularly distance learners—are accustomed to using

online communications.

Chapter 4 discussed ‘social desirability’ as a potential threat to qualitative research. Joinson

(2006) suggested that online research methods could reduce this threat:
By reducing the presence of the other—either by replacing them with a
computer, or by increasing the distance—we should simultaneously reduce
self-protection motivation, and increase candour. (p. 34)

It was hoped that by using email interviewing this research would benefit from fuller

disclosure from its participants.

5.6.3 Self-completed questionnaires

Although the interview is the standard and possibly the ‘richest source of data’, itis a
common fallacy that phenomenographic research is always based on this method of data
collection (Akerlind, 2005b, p. 67). Sapsford (2007) listed a set of factors for deciding

whether a self-completed questionnaire could be used instead of an interviewer.
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You may need an interviewer if:
« The questions are complex and/or difficult to understand
« If you want to ask questions in an indirect way
« If you want to follow-up on some attitude or behaviour without alerting
the informant to your interest in them
« If they are very young or frail
« If they are illiterate or do not have as first language the language in which
the questionnaire is written, or if it is important that there be no bias in
responses due to working-class people’s lower fluency in writing (p. 109)
Sapsford also noted that benefits to using self-completed questionnaires include a cost
saving in terms of the researcher’s time. While the use of self-completed questionnaires
may offer a cost-savings in this respect, the absence of the interviewer means there is a loss

of control over the ‘amount of quality of attention that the respondent will give it’ (p. 122).

Self-completed questionnaires were used in Studies 1 and 3 of this thesis. Not only Vwere the
benefits outlined above seen as factors for choosing this method, but also questionnaires
offered a standardised data collection instrument. This meant that the questions were asked
in the same way and in the same order to each participant (Sapsford, 2007). The responses,
as a result, were focused and manageable to work with, a feature of questionnaire data that

was helpful to a new researcher.
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Using written comments enabled me to come to terms with the aims and
processes of phenomenographic research without simultaneously having to
come to terms with the sheer amount of data involved in analysing
interviews. It is a method I recommend to novice researchers. (Akerlind,

2005b, p. 67)

The questionnaires used in these studies were distributed by post and online. In Study 1, the
questionnaire was disseminated by way of post. While most distance learners are
accustomed to using online communications and are therefore able to cope with an online
questionnaire, the random sampling of Study 1 (any student enrolled on any module)
offered the possibility of capturing students who were novices to distance learning. And,
since some of the University’s level 1 modules do not require online communications
(rather communication is done by way of post), it was seen as a mistake to assume- all
members of the sample would be able to complete an online questionnaire. Indeed,
familiarity with computers and the internet is an important factor in deciding whether to

administer a paper-based or web-based questionnaire (Brennan & Williams, 2004).

In deciding to use postal questionnaires, there was a loss of control in the order the

questions were completed (Frey & Oishi, 1995). An online questionnaire, for example, can

present one question at a time.
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The questions can also be programmed so that only one question ever

appears on the screen or so that the respondent can scroll down and look at

all the question in advance. (Bryman, 2004, p. 481)
Thomas (2004) suggested that paper-based questionnaires take longer to send, receive and
collate than do online questionnaires. However, for Study 1, the disadvantages of postal
questionnaires did not outweigh the risk that some participants would not have access to or

knowledge of the internet (Bryman, 2004; Couper, 2008).

Study 3 presented a different scenario. In this study, all of the participants were enrolled on
a particular online module. The researcher assumed, in this case, that the participants would
be able to access and complete an online questionnaire. The difference between an online
questionnaire and an email interview is explained by Thomas (2004).
Email questionnaires are contained within an email. Email invitations link to a
URL (or Web address). Questionnaires invite the participant to respond to the
questionnaire by either clicking on an embedded URL or copying and pasting
the URL into their Web browser. The participant responds to the questionnaire

on the Web. (Thomas, 2004, p. 15)

Although online questionnaires are considered an ‘expanding technology’ (Sapsford, 2007,
p. 111) and offer ‘the promise of faster and cheaper data collection’ (Couper, 2008, p. 1),
there are still a number of disadvantages to consider. Apart from the aforementioned

problem that not everyone has access to the internet, online questionnaires can be treated as
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junk mail by potential participants, can raise issues of confidentiality and can fail to appeal

visually to the recipient (Bryman, 2004).

Internet access was not considered to be a problem because most Open University students
are expected to have access to the internet for their studies (as discussed previously).
However, it was necessary for the researcher to counteract the risks associated with
participants dismissing the questionnaire as junk mail or worrying about how the data
would be used. First, the participants were contacted in advance with an email invitation
letter. The letter explained the research project and offered reasons why their input would
be valuable to the project. Issues surrounding data protection, confidentiality and other

ethical concerns were addressed in this email and in the online consent form (see Brennan

& Williams, 2004, p. 40).

Although the researcher was a fellow University student, she was still a stranger to the
students sampled for these studies. Therefore, the email invitation letter also included a
letter of support from her lead research supervisor to add further credibility to the project
(see Frey & Oishi, 1995, p. 52). Bryman (2004) suggested that one of the main problems of
online questionnaires is that the ‘researcher will either have to be highly sophisticated in the
use of HTML’ or will need access to a specially designed software package (p. 481). In
fact, neither of these was necessary as the researcher was able to enlist support from the

University’s Survey Office to design and administer the online questionnaire.
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In summary, this section discussed the other methods of data collection, apart from
interviewing, that were used in this thesis research. Each method offered advantages while,
at the same time, brought possible disadvantages to the project. Careful consideration was
required when making the decision to use these particular methods for data collection. On
reflection, these methods were good choices for the studies contained in this thesis,
although as discussed later in the thesis (Chapter 9), there were probably ways to maximise
the power of some of these techniques. Nonetheless, this combination of methods provided
a rich source of data from the participants in these studies. The next section of this chapter

outlines some of the guiding principles that were used in interpreting these data.

5.7 Data analysis
Each of the studies is described in depth in the next three chapters of this thesis. The
approach to analysis is outlined in each chapter, as are the findings. However, there are

some practical points offered in the literature that are relevant to discuss in the present

chapter.

Wiersma and Jurs (2005) described data analysis in qualitative research as a ‘process of
categorisation, descriptions and synthesis’ (p. 207). In phenomenography, the data analysis
stage is summarised by Akerlind (2005c) as starting with a ‘search for meaning or variation
in meaning’ (p. 324). Woolgar (1996) suggested that the ‘process of discovery’ in
qualitative research is not as straightforward as describing an ‘object with a pre-existing

character’ (p. 18). This is also true when discovering meaning through phenomenographic
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analysis. The aim of analysis in phenomenographic research is to reduce the data so that it
can adequately describe the phenomenon under study (Wiersma & Jurs, 2005). Therefore, it
is not enough to rely on participants’ utterances. Rather, the job of the phenomenographic
researcher is to uncover meaning through careful and iterative analysis of—and across—the

data.

Practically speaking, this is done by looking for themes, grouping ideas, and highlighting
similarities and differences across a corpus of interview transcripts (and, in the case of this
thesis, across written responses to questionnaires and emails). As the categories of
description start to emerge, the researcher needs to look for a ‘structural relationship

between the meanings’ (Akerlind, 2005c¢, p. 324).

Analogous to Akerlind’s explanation, grounded theory also works to identify emergent
‘conceptual categories’ or ‘conceptual properties of the categories’ (Glaser & Strauss,
1967, p. 23). For this thesis, the written data were analysed in the spirit of grounded theory
in as much as there were no themes or categories imposed on the data. However, claiming
the use of grounded theory in a study such as this one is contentious since the initial study
uses Siljo’s (1979a, 1979b) research design as a model. This would imply a set of

presuppositions on the data and on the resultant theory.

Perhaps a more accurate way of describing the analysis for this thesis is as ‘inductive

thematic analysis’, which Braun and Clarke (2006) noted is a ‘process of coding the data
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without trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame, or the researcher’s analytic
preconceptions’ (p. 83). It seems that this approach to analysis is in keeping with the aims

of phenomenography.

Bowden (2005) noted that data analysis in phenoinenographic studies needed to be
regulated so that the process remains faithful to the tradition of phenomenography and to
the representation of data in the most accurate way. He suggested that certain ‘controls’ be
put into place during analysis. In the analysis stage, the controls involve:

1. the use of no other evidence except the interview transcripts

2. the bracketing of the researcher’s own relation to the phenomenon

3. the use of group analysis in order to ensure the first two controls are effective

4. the analysis of the structural relation between the categories of description being

postponed until after the categories have been finalised. (Bowden, 2005, p. 15)

The practical aspects of analysis for this thesis were similar to the points raised in this
section. Depending on the method of data collection, transcriptions took the form of
transcribed interviews, responses to email interviews, or written responses to
questionnaires. However, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, the researcher had taken
some field notes during the interviews, which she also referred to during the analysis. These
data were studied in an iterative manner, as the researcher tried to identify any similarities,
differences, themes, and ultimately a finite set of conceptions. The transcripts were

considered individually and collectively. In contrast to Bowden’s advice, the analysis of
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data for this thesis research did not involve ‘group analysis’ for reasons discussed in
Chapter 4. The categories of description, once outlined, were investigated in a deeper way
so that the structure of the conceptions (and the landscape of the outcome space) could be

established.

This chapter introduced and discussed methods of data collection for the studies herein. It
also provided an overview of the analysis used in this thesis research. Several issues were
raised about the use of human participants as sources of research data. The penultimate

section outlines the ethical considerations that were taken into account for this research.

5.8 Ethical considerations

The researcher consulted guidance for carrying out ethical research from the British
Psychological Society (2009) and the British Educational Research Association (BERA)
(2004, 2011). Additional guidance was sought from the Human Participants and Material
Ethics Committee (2006) of the researcher’s university. Ultimately, the decision was made
to adopt the framework for ethical research provided by BERA. Firstly, the researcher was
already familiar with this particular set of guidance and secondly, it offered a synthesis of
the other resources that had been consulted for this thesis. Therefore, it was felt that by
complying with the BERA guidelines for ethical researchers, this thesis would also be

adhering to the guidelines set out by these other organisations.
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BERA (2004) guides researchers by offering advice toward achieving four different areas
of responsibility.

1. Responsibilities to participants

2. Responsibilities to sponsors of research

3. Responsibilities to the community of educational researchers

4. Responsibilities to educational professionals, policy makers and the general public

(p. 5)

It was important to give due consideration to each of these areas of responsibility.
However, for the purposes of this chapter, the following section describes the steps that
were taken to ensurc that the first responsibility—to participants—was achieved. Also, the
researcher felt she had certain ethical responsibilities to herself as a researcher, which are

discussed below.

5.8.1 Responsibilities to participants

Approval from institutional review boards is standard ethical practice when carrying out
educational research (Christians, 2005, pp. 145-147). For this thesis, guidance and/or
permission was sought from the University’s Human Participants and Materials Ethics
Committee (recently renamed as Human Research Ethics Committee) and its Student
Research Projects Panel prior to carrying out each of the three studies contained in this
thesis. Furthermore, the University’s Data Protection Liaison was consulted for advice on

how to process, store and destroy data in compliance with the Data Protection Act (1998).

162



Letters of invitation were sent to all members of the sample for each of the studies. These
letters were written in a spirit of ‘openness’ and provided disclosure of the projects’ aims
(BERA, 2011, p. 6). Participants were asked to read and sign consent forms, thereby
providing ‘voluntary informed consent’ to be interviewed or surveyed (p. 5). The consent
forms included information regarding their right to withdraw from the study at any time,
details about how the data collected during the study would be stored and a section
outlining the steps that would be taken to ensure confidentiality in the study (Creswell,
1998, pp. 115-116). For example, this thesis used pseudonyms in place of actual names (p.

132); each pseudonym reflected the participant’s gender.

There were other ethical considerations to be made during data collection and analysis. For
example, even though the participants in these studies were not vulnerable in the sense they
were young, disabled or in other ways disadvantaged (BERA, 2011), the act of interviewing
can bring about vulnerable situations.

Interviewing within an alternative or post-structuralist paradigm can situate both

the interviewer and the interviewee in vulnerable positions. Even when they are

given clearly presented guidelines, it is unlikely that interviewees will have been

in a similar situation before, one in which the focus is almost exclusively on

them for a considerable period of time, with the expectation that they should

‘tell their story’ in depth. (King, 1996, p. 177)

163



Akerlind (2005a) remarked that phenomenographic interviews are possibly ‘uncomfortable’
for the participants because they are asked to ‘reflect deeply and attempt to integrate issues’
that they may not have considered or tried to do before (p. 115). Mason (2002) suggested
that researchers should question the power relations of the interview situation and King

(1996) noted that building trust and appearing trustworthy were key factors in interviewing.

Only one of the studies in this thesis used interviews as a method of data collection. And,
some of the interviewing for this particular study was done though email. The researcher
tried to establish trust from the outset by disclosing information about the study and how
the participants’ input would offer valuable information to the investigation. Throughout
the data collection period, the researcher worked to maintain a relatively low level of
intrusion by scheduling interviews in advance and by sending emails rather than calling.
When interview situations became ‘highly personal’, the researcher attempted to be a good
listener and to remain sensitive to the issues that were raised (King, 1996, p. 179). In this
way, the researcher tried to minimise the power distance within the interaction and to help

the participant feel safe in expressing his or her views and experiences.

5.8.2 Researcher’s responsibilities to herself

As discussed previously in this chapter, in phenomenographic research, the researcher has a
relationship with the participant and with the phenomenon under investigation. While this
relatedness offers a certain perspective, it carries with it a particular sense of responsibility.

First, the vulnerability that might be induced in an interview setting may affect the
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researcher. While King’s ideas of being a good listener and being sensitive to the
interviewee is seemingly sound advice, it also implies that good phenomenographic
researchers require effective counselling skills. It also means that, when listening to
participants’ accounts of their experiences, the researcher may be affected by
uncomfortable or unresolved recollections of her own. Acknowledging the reflexivity of an

interview situation offers some ethical considerations.

Second, the researcher’s relationship with the phenomenon can be affected by the ideas and
accounts of others. While this can be a valuable exercise in shaping and sharpening one’s
thinking about a phenomenon, there is an ethical implication of whether this can be taken
too far. It was important for the researcher to remain aware of the context in which meaning
making was happening. Contextual awareness is representative of the researcher’s own

epistemological position and was therefore natural to use as a guidepost.

5.9 Chapter conclusions

This chapter presented and discussed the specific methods of data collection used in each of
the three studies of this thesis. Interviews were discussed as the primary method of data
collection in phenomenographic studies. Other methods were presented and the ways in
which these were employed in the present research were addressed. A broad overview of
phenomenographic analysis was provided as a preface to the more detailed accounts offered

in later chapters. Finally, some of the the researcher’s ethical responsibilities were outlined
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and addressed. The following points regarding methods of data collection and analysis were
useful to take forward into the three main studies of this thesis.

1. It is crucial for the interviewer to bracket her own ideas regarding the phenomenon
under study (reflection), her ideas about the participants and her assumptions about
the participants’ relationship with the phenomenon during all stages of the research
process.

2. Phenomenographic interviews involve certain approaches to questioning. Therefore,
it is important to design the interview protocol and questionnaires in an intentional
and careful way.

3. It is important for the researcher to remain aware of potential limitations of various
research methods.

4. Taking an ethically responsible approach to working with the participants in these
studies fosters positive experiences, elicits richer data and safeguards the
individuals and their data.

5. A structured and systematic approach to data analysis for all three studies aims to

offer more robust findings and consistency in rigour.
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Chapter 6: Study 1—Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in

higher education

6.1 Introduction
The literature review chapters (2 and 3) offered a rationale for investigating distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education by locating this line of inquiry
within existing research. The methodology chapters (4 and 5) discussed reasons for
adopting a particular approach to this thesis research. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 report the three
studies, which address the research questions, respectively.
1. What are distance learners’ conceptions of reflection? (Study 1, Chapter 6)
2. Do distance learners’ conceptions of reflection change through their higher
education experience? (Study 2, Chapter 7)
3. Do distance learners with more experience of higher education hold differént
conceptions of reflection from those who have less experience of higher education?
(Study 3, Chapter 8)
This chapter presents the first study, which focused on investigating distance learners’

conceptions of reflection in higher education.

6.2 Overview
A better understanding of the ways in which learners think about reflection in learning
contexts will have implications for practitioners and for curriculum design. However, the

aim of this study was not to illuminate strategies for promoting deep level learning or even
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to promote reflection in learning (e.g. Clare, 2007; Davys & Beddoe, 2009). Rather, this
study sought to learn more about the conceptions that distance learners have of reflection in

higher education and the conceptions they have of themselves as reflective learners.

6.3 Method

An open-ended postal questionnaire was used to collect data from a sample of 400 distance
learners at the UK’s Open University. This method was employed because it could include
participants located across a relatively large geographical spread in an efficient and
economical way. It was assumed that members of the sample would be able to express their
ideas in writing and that, as distance learners, they would be equipped to engage in a

written postal mode of correspondence.

Other similar studies have used written responses from participants as data for
phenomenographic studies. For example, written responses were collected through the use
of open-ended questionnaires in all of van Rossum’s research. Van Rossum and Schenk’s
(1984) study administered two written ‘tests’ with open-ended questions, and a written
questionnaire to 69 first year university students to investigate the relationships between
conceptions of learning and good teaching (pp. 75-76). (See also: van Rossum et al., 1985;

van Rossum & Taylor, 1987).

The questionnaire for the present study was constructed in way that was analogous to

Sdljo’s (1979a, 1979b) study, which investigated students’ conceptions of learning. The
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first set of questions had to do with students’ experiences with reflection. These questions
asked participants to report on how they went about reflecting on their own learning and
what they found to be difficult and easy about this process. The second set of questions
- dealt with reflection more broadly. These questions probed participants’ thoughts about
why some students were more reflective than others and whether being reflective was
important in higher education. A final question asked the participants: ‘What do you
actually mean by reflection?’ Just as Silj6’s study attempted to elicit personal definitions of
learning Study 1 of this thesis wanted to know the participants’ own mental frameworks for
considering reflection in higher education. Appendix 1 shows the open-ended postal

questionnaire used in this study.

6.3.1 Pilot study

A pilot study was carried out with 11 Open University postgraduate students and staff
members during a study group meeting. This particular group had been meeting on a
regular basis to discuss progress toward research dissertations and theses. The pilot study
was administered in a face-to-face situation whereby the researcher distributed paper
questionnaires and asked the participants to provide written responses to the questions. For
the pilot study, neither the content of the responses (i.e. the participants’ conceptions of
reflection) nor the findings of the questionnaire were under scrutiny. This process merely
tested the wording and order of the questions to determine the questionnaires’s ability to
elicit rich responses in a clear way. Appendix 2 shows an example of a completed

questionnaire used in the pilot study.
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The pilot sample comprised learners on high-level courses and academic members of staff.
Therefore, this group did not mirror the intended random sample for the actual study. This
aspect of the pilot study was initially considered problematic by the researcher. However,
this particular pilot group was able to offer full, thoughtful answers that responded to the
questions and that critiqued the questions themselves. Responses from the pilot study
included notes in the margin such as ‘not sure what you mean here’ and ‘T'm not sure what
reflection means!’. This input gave the researcher an idea as to the clarity of the

questionnaire before it was distributed to the actual sample.

6.4 Participants and permissions
The researcher was required to submit an application to The Open University’s Student
Research Project Panel (SRPP) to request approval for this particular study to be carried
out. This is standard practice for The Open University for:
all projects which involve the collection of information from students,
graduates or alumni. (Open University, 2012b)
The SRPP application for this study outlined the rationale for the research and offered ways
in which the research findings would contribute to existing knowledge. The application also
specified the variables that were required for this particular sample, including any
demographic details. For this study, the application asked for a random sample of 400
students enrolled on any distance learning module with The Open University. There were
no restrictions on the level of module or on the geographical location of the learner.

However, the application did specify that the sample should comprise students who were
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available to be surveyed (e.g. a prisoner-learner cannot be surveyed; a student who has
recently been surveyed cannot be surveyed for another study; a student cannot be surveyed
immediately before or after an examination or other end-of-module assessment). See
Appendix 3 for a copy of the SRPP application and Appendix 4 for a copy of the approval

letter from the SRPP.

The researcher was obliged to liaise with the Data Protection Office to identify any issues
about collecting, storing and destroying data. It was necessary that the data. were stored on a
secure password protected server within the University’s system. Also, the Human
Participants and Material Ethics Committee (HPMEC) needed to be aware of the research
and any risks it presented to the stakeholders concerned. The HPMEC was particularly
interested in minimizing harzardous situations, in not asking leading questions, and in being
transparent with the aims of the research project. (See Appendices 5 and 6 for the
application to and approval letter from Data Protection and Appendix 7 for the application
to HPMEC.) As noted in Chapter 5, at the time of writing this thesis, the HPMEC had been

recently renamed as the Human Research Ethics Committee.

The actual questionnaire was distributed and collected by The Open University’s Survey
Office. This ensured that students’ personal information was not passed to the researcher (a
fellow student) without the participants’ consent. Informed consent was implied with the

receipt of a completed questionnaire and the data was then passed onto the researcher.
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Responses were received from 50 distance learners, which represented a response rate of
12.5%. Table 6.1 shows a demographic profile of these participants. The educational
background of this group varied from those with few, if any, qualifications to those with
postgraduate qualifications. However, nearly half of the participants (n=22) were recorded

on the University’s database as having a higher education qualification.

Table 6.1: Demographic profile of participants in Study 1

Gender
Male participants 17 (34%)
Female participants 33 (66%)
Age
Range 18 to 74 years
Mean 43 years
Median 45 years
Mode 45 years
Prior qualifications (before
enrolment)
Postgraduate qualification 5 participants
HE qualification 22 participants
Two or more A-Levels 9 participants
Less than two A-Levels 9 participants
Education not known 5 participants

The proportion of male and female participants was fairly consistent with the gender
statistics for the entire student population of this university. According to 2010/11 student
enrolment statistics, 42% of the students registered to start a module were male and 58%

were female. The ages of the participants in this study were also in line with the age
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distribution of all Open University students. For example, 53% of students registered to

start a module in 2010/11 were between the ages of 30 and 50 years old.

The response rate for this study was poor in comparision to other studies involving Open
University students. Nonrespondents, in the case of this study, were difficult to investigate
because the researcher was not privy to their personal or demographic information. Despite
literature suggesting it is important to record reasons for nonparticipation (Thomas, 2004),
it was ultimately decided that this information was not essential to this study. Goyder
(1987) suggested that nonparticipation could be a result of several factors, including the
individual’s interest in the topic, the individual’s involvement with the organisation and
even the individual’s ideas about the ‘merits and demerits of surveys in general’ (p. 187). It

is plausible that these factors may have had implications for the sample in Study 1.

6.5 Data analysis
The following questions were included on the questionnaire:
1. How do you reflect?
2. What do you find difficult about reflection?
3. When is it easy to reflect?
4. Why are some students more reflective than others?
5. To what extent is reflection important in higher education?

6. What do you actually mean by reflection?
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As explained previously, the questionnaire data for the present study was passed to the
researcher from the Survey Office once the completed questionnaires had been received.
The data, including responses to the questionnaire and the participants’ demographic
information, were organised in an Excel file and each participant was allocated a unique
reference number (URN), which appeared instead of their actual name. Gender-specific

pseudonyms are used in this report in place of the URN.

6.5.1 Analysis phase 1

The first phase of analysis involved several scans of the data. During this phase, the
researcher took notes that helped to summarise some of the participants’ ideas and to
capture key terms or phrases used in their written responses. Some of these notes included
jottings such as ‘requires thinking’, ‘needs action’, ‘can become habitual’. These notes
helped to gain an understanding of what was included in the corpus so a frame could begin

to take shape. Figure 6.1 shows a representative example of this phase of analysis.
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6.5.2 Analysis phase 2

The second phase of analysis involved several iterations of list-making. This stage resulted in a
long list of how the participants in this study conceptualised reflection. The list of notions
included any possibilities that seemed to emerge from the first and second phases of analysis.
Even if a conception was quite similar to existing ideas on the list, the researcher included it as a
separate item. Table 6.2 shows a few of the ideas that were recorded in this phase of analysis. In

total, there were approximately 90 ideas listed in the full set of notes.

Table 6.2: Extract from analysis phase 2: “Reflection is...”

thinking about what works and what doesn’t
sometimes discursive

taking time to think about in the most objective way
self-awareness

a step that follows a problem

looking at things from another’s perspective
sometimes dialogical

about questioning/challenging oneself

introspection

facilitates deeper thinking

a mental procedure to be carried out

identifying strengths and weaknesses (self-assessment)
about reinforcing learning

a trait of a more serious/conscientious student

about improvement
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6.5.3 Analysis phase 3

Categories began to take shape in the third stage of analysis. This required the researcher to
group the notions together, determining if any were overlapping or similar in their
meanings. Table 6.3 shows the 10 rough conceptualisations of reflection that came to light

in this stage of analysis.

Table 6.3: Rough conceptualisations of reflection

an activity

a human trait

thinking

evaluation

problem solving

a trained device
developmental in nature

a learning tool

e A AL o

emotional

10. experiential

Each of the categories of description seemed to capture all of the points made throughout the data
(and that were analysed in the previous stages of analysis). Table 6.4 is an example of one of

these categories (‘evaluation’) and the points contained in the description.
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Table 6.4: Example of rough category and corresponding data

Rough Corresponding data
category
Reflection is ‘Thinking about what works and what doesn’t’
evaluation ‘Identifying strengths and weaknesses’
‘Reassessment’
‘Looking back’

‘Happens after an event (but before action)’

‘Has to do with feedback/marks’

‘Self-evaluative’

‘A way to check progess’

‘Part of monitoring and evaluation’

‘Looking at what one has achieved or could have achieved’
‘Having independent thought and judgement’

‘Helps define personal worth’

6.5.4 Analysis phase 4

The fourth stage of analysis led to the development of a firmer set of conceptions. This was a
complex process, involving the output from the previous stages of analysis. Not only did the data
suggest that students held a finite set of conceptions of reflection but also, there seemed to be
different perspectives on the phenomenon and different ways of talking about these ideas. The

next section discusses these findings in more depth.
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6.6 Findings

As noted in Chapter 5, the written data for this thesis were analysed in the spirit of grounded
theory in as much as there were no themes or categories imposed on the data. However, because
this study used S&ljo’s (1979a, 1979b) research design as a model, claiming the use of grounded
theory is contentious. Instead, the researcher employed ‘inductive thematic analysis’ to identify

emerging categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83).

In any case, the data from the present study suggest that the participants’ conceptions of
reflection seemed to be based on three different perceptions of themselves, or what this
thesis refers to as reflective dimensions.

o Self

¢ Self in higher education

¢ Self in society

6.6.1 The dimension of self
The participants who answered the questions from this perspective, seemed to talk about
reflection in terms of their own lives, with little or no reference to their experiences in
higher education or society.

[Reflection is] making real in my mind that which I have just read, seen or

experienced. (Robert, 59 years old)

179



[Reflection is] looking back on the past to see what you did and how you did it.

(William, 26 years old)

6.6.2 The dimension of self in higher education
The participants who responded to the questionnaire from the position of a university
student, often talked about reflection in terms of feedback from the tutor and in achieving
the aims of the course.

I mean [by reflection] sitting back and looking at marks and course progress and

evaluating if everything is going to plan. (Maria, 22 years old)

[Reflection is] thinking about what the course guide says I should be aiming for

and what that has meant in practice. (David, 61 years old)

6.6.3 The dimension of self in society
Participants who expressed their ideas from the perspective of a social member, related
their notions of reflection to a broader world-view and in terms of human behaviour.
[Reflection means to me] consideration, in hindsight, of what has gone before,
and aligning my conclusions alongside my world-view in a pragmatic way.

(Betty, 66 years old)

[Reflection is to ask] what would I have done differently if I had known this

before? What effect does knowing/not knowing this have on the way people act?

(John, 52 years old)
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I’ve found the easiest way to apply it [reflection] is to real life situations, articles

in the newspaper and television. (Keith, 27 years old)

Within each dimension, or perhaps what Glaser and Strauss (1967) may have referred to as
‘formal theory’, there seemed to emerge at least two conceptions of reflection, or
‘substantive theory’ (p. 42). In other words, depending on the lens through which the
participants conceptualised reflection, there existed multjple notions of the phenomenon.

Table 6.5 outlines these conceptions.

Table 6.5: Conceptions of reflection by reflective dimension

Reflective dimension Conception

Self Reflection is a human trait.

Reflection is a thinking process.

Self in higher education Reflection is self-evalution.
Reflection is a learning tool.

Reflection is for personal development.

Self in society Reflection is used to experience the world.

Reflection is transformation.
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6.6.4 Conceptions of reflection
A set of seven conceptions of reflection emerged from the four-stage analysis that was
carried out for this study. Each of these conceptions is discussed and evidenced below as

separate categories of description.

Category of description 1—Reflection is a human trait.
The participants who held a view of reflection as a human trait thought of reflection as an
ability that belonged to some people but not others.
Some people are naturally more introspective than others. I am not studying
psychology, but I feel sure that more extrovert [sic] people will tend to take

things at face value and swiftly move on. (Mark, 37 years old)

I’ve always assumed it [being reflective] must have something to do with how
an individual’s brain is ‘wired’. I believe that some people are more suited to

it than others. (Keith, 27 years old)

[Reflection is] Introspective? Neurotic? Open? Conscientious? Self-aware?

(Brian, 58 years old)

I’'m sorry, but surely this [reflection] is simply human nature. (Sue, 60 years old)
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Category of description 2—Reflection is a thinking process.
In Chapter 2, several definitions of reflection were discussed, some of which considered
reflection as an introspective activity. Participants who held the notion of reflection as a
thinking process, would probably agree with such definitions.

[Reflection happens] when I am relaxed, maybe because I have time to let

my mind/thoughts wander. (James, 54 years old)

For me, ‘reflection’ is the act of reflecting which means to think seriously.

(Louise, 40 years old)

I find reflection is an ongoing mental process. (Carl, 49 years old)

Category of description 3—Reflection is self-evaluation.
Participants who held a conception of reflection as self-evaluation talked about reﬂectioh as
a way to assess personal performance or their experience of an event.

[Reflection is] looking back on what I did or learnt...what went well and what

didn’t. (Nancy, 18 years old)
[Reflection is] looking back at what I've learned, why I have learned it and

how I feel about it. (Michael, 29 years old)

Category of description 4—Reflection is a learning tool.
Like the participants who conceptualised reflection as self-evaluation, the participants who

talked about reflection as a learning tool also thought of reflection in terms of assessing
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personal performance. However, those with a conception of reflection as a learning tool,
expressed their ideas of using reflection to improve their performance in the future.
Typically, those who held this conception related their ideas to a finite learning event or
experience (e.g. a particular assignment or a specific module). There were some who talked
about how reflection was helpful in problem solving. Many of the participants with this
conception, indicated the usefulness of feedback from another person (usually a tutor).

I think that people will be more or less reflective because of their reasons for

studying the course...Those with lower confidence might reflect more.

(Annie, 23 years old)

I find reflection to be useful as an aid to learning the subject(s) I am studying.

(Rhonda, 47 years old)

I am a practising engineer. I look for ways to apply new knowledge and

methods to problem solving. (John, 52 years old)

Category of description 5—Reflection is for personal development.

The participants who held a conception of reflection as personal development tended to talk
about proactive approaches to self-evaluation and the use of feedback for ongoing
development of one’s self. Their notions seemed to relate to a slightly broader context than

those who held a conception of reflection as a learning tool.
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To me, reflection is a type of evaluation where you consider every aspect of
the work and then see what went well and what was not as successful, what
could be or should be changed so that there is a higher rate of success in the

work. (Tamsin, 19 years old)

[Reflection] is essential. There is no point in doing something without
checking how well you are succeeding. Only then can you correct weaknesses.

(Phil, 74 years old)

Category of description 6—Reflection is a way to experience the world.

Participants who held a conception of reflection as a way to experience the world were able
to talk about self-evaluation and learning but also, they expressed ideas on how these
activities offered a deeper engagement with or understanding of the world. The difference
between those who held a conception of reflection as personal development and those who
saw reflection as a way to experience the world were subtle. Personal development was still
a central theme, but here it had more to do with developing one’s self in the context of
society.

The real reflection comes when I am in a position to experience/do/see the

learnt theory in action. (Amy, 43 years old)

[Reflection is] consideration, in hindsight, of what has gone before, and
aligning my conclusions alongside my world-view in a pragmatic way. (Betty,

66 years old)
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Reflection, to me, means consideration of acquired information, making links,
growing (not just intellectually) mentally from what you have learnt and
applying the information to myself and the world around me. (Mark, 37 years

old)

Category of description 7—Reflection is transformation.
Participants who held a view of reflection as transformation talked about reflection as
providing a new way of seeing the world. However, unlike those who held a conception of
reflection as a way to experience the world, these participants explained how the process of
reflection is essential in changing social action or behaviour.

[Reflection is] very important and it can change your life. It is what you learn

in higher education and reflect upon that and recall information and change

your thoughts and actions. (Amanda, 34 years old)

[Reflecting involves] my application of the newly-acquired knowledge to my

life and surroundings. (Jacob, 43 years old)

6.6.5 Variation and outcome space

As explained in Chapter 5, phenomenography focuses on ‘the variation in the ways a
phenomenon is experienced’ and requires the ‘articulation of the internal relations between
the different ways of experiencing a phenomenon’ (Trigwell, 2000, p. 79). The findings of
this study offered a finite set of seven conceptions of reflection that can be described as

separate categories of description. The relationship between these categories is subtle, yet
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noticeable enough to differentiate between them. Figure 6.2 depicts the variation between

these categories of description.
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Figure 6.2: Variation between categories of description

The variation between the categories of description shows a possible hierarchy of

conceptions of reflection. Each category of description implies the previous category(ies).

For example, the category of reflection as a learning tool implies that reflection is also used
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for thinking and self-evaluation. Karen (46 years old), for example, seems to hold a
conception of reflection as a learning tool. Her response to the question: What do you find
difficult about reflection? offers evidence of this hierarchy.

I can find it difficult to always know where I went wrong and what I could

do to improve my learning. (Karen)

When asked: To what extent is reflection important in higher education?, Karen wrote:
To ensure that a student is able to understand fully their subject matter, and

their own personal strengths and weaknesses.

When asked what reflection meant to her, Karen responded as follows.
Consideration of what methods best suit my personal learning—what styles

are most effective.

It is clear that Karen already views reflection as a thinking process and does see that it

plays a role in understanding strengths and weaknesses (self-evaluation).

The category of reflection as transformation requires the learner to hold the conceptions of
reflection before it. Mark (37 years old) appears to hold a conception of reflection as
transformation. When asked what reflection meant to him, he wrote:
Reflection, to me, means consideration of acquired information, making links,
growing (not just intellectually) mentally from what you have learnt and applying

the information to myself and the world around me. (Mark)
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This response also suggests that Mark believes that reflection affects personal development
(i.e. ‘growing’). Mark’s other responses indicate that he sees the role of reflection as ‘an
asset to study and life in general’, suggesting he believes reflection is a learning tool and a

way to experience the world.

In terms of these findings, the category of reflection as a trait is problematic. It does not
seem to lead to the next category, nor is it required for the other categories. Actually, it
contradicts the notion that reflection can be a learning tool, since this implies that reflection
can be developed as a skill, rather than it simply being an innate personality trait. Indeed,
there is an abundance of evidence from these data to suggest that reflection is a skill that
can be learned, developed and therefore, taught.

Possibly some students are more reflective due to personality but I think

reflection can be taught. If the concept is explained in ways that different

personalities can understand. (Margaret, 50 years old)

Reflective practice does not come naturally but is a learned act. This only

becomes easier and routine with regular practice. (Rhonda, 47 years old)

It [reflection] is a useful learning tool as it can help identify how questions

need/should be answered in exams. (Karina, 40 years old)

One consideration is whether the notion of reflection as a trait is better placed as a

nondevelopmental category. This would imply that learners who hold this conception of
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reflection would be constrained in their development of reflective skills. Figure 6.3 depicts

an outcome space that includes reflection as a trait as an outlying category.

Transformation

Experiencing the world

Personal
development

Learning
tool

Self-
evaluation

Figure 6.3: Outcome space for distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher

education
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Reflection as thinking, self-evaluation and a learning tool are conceptuai categories that can
lead to personal development, social experience and transformation. The conception of
reflection as a personality trait is isolated from the other domains to indicate that, while an
innate ‘reflective personality’ may contribute to one’s own thinking, it may not lead

directly to evaluating or developing one’s self.

6.7 Discussion
Indeed, there may be several constraints in the application of a hierarchical framework for
understanding distance learners’ conceptions of reflection. The data suggested there were

several specific factors limiting the opportunity for reflection in distance higher education.

6.7.1 Having the time to reflect
A frequently occuring theme in the data was that some students are less reflective because
they do not have time to reflect.

[Reflection is easiest] when there’s more time to gather thoughts, material,

etc. and form some kind of plan for assignments or exams. (Lorna, 45 years

old)

Some [people] have more time and personal, psychological space to work in.
Some have more varied interests/backgrounds/corrections to help them

weave a richer tapestry and draw conclusions. (Sarah, 56 years old)
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[Reflection is easiest] when I am not under time pressure. (Mona, 56 years

old)

Perhaps some students have more free time to look back and reflect whereas

others, myself included, find it hard to find the time. (William, 26 years old)

Some people think more deeply than others so it [the ability to reflect]
depends on the nature of the person along with pressures of time and other

commitments. (Lorna, 45 years old)

A contrary perspective was offered that suggested reflection is more important for busier
people.

Apart from age/maturity, I think its when there are many things to juggle,

e.g. health/work/children, etc. which makes reflection essential for progress.

(Violet, 52 years old)
6.7.2 Age and experience

Some of the participants thought that younger students and those with less life experience

were not as reflective as older learners who were more experienced in life.
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Many young people are going through higher education before they have
chosen their vocation, so focusing on application is hard, and with less
experience it’s harder to contrast and compare. A mature student probably
has his career well under way. So naturally will reflect on this. However,
because of this, real open-minded horizon scanning is harder for oldies.

(John, 52 years old)

Personality type, age and time factors all impinge on the priority of

reflection. (Betty 66 years old)

Also, if you are young you will not have yet been exposed to much
experience. If older you can reflect on how the same problem has been

described and addressed before. (John, 52 years old)

6.7.3 Prior experience with reflection
Some of the data suggested that reflection is difficult for those with less exposure to
reflective activities.
[Some students are more reflective] because they have engaged in reflection
before...I think some students may at first view reflection as introspective

waffle. (Margaret, 50 years old)
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6.7.4 Catalysts for developing conceptions of reflection
Earlier in this chapter, the dimensions of self, self in higher education and self in society
were applied to a proposed hierarchical framework of conceptions of reflection. This
representation places self in higher education between self and self in society, which
implies that higher education is perhaps the catalyst in becoming a reflective social
participant. The following evidence supports this notion.

Higher education for me is about knowledge and developing ideas and

problem solving. It is not rote learning of facts. To develop ideas, you need

time to think and reflect on them—higher education places the emphasis on

thinking. (Rebecca, 45 years old)

One of the purposes of higher education is self-development through the
acquisition of knowledge, which then prepares one for higher responsibility.
Reflection, therefore, helps a student to re-evaluate his/her worth, redefine
his/her position in the society and ultimately put to test what he/she has learnt

in whatever form allowable and applicable. (Jacob, 43 years old)

Factors constraining the opportunity to reflect such as conceptualising reflection as a trait,
not having enough time, not having enough life experience or not having prior experience
with reflective tasks can all affect a learner’s positioning within this framework. These
constraints can also present several implication for higher education institutions, course

designers, teaching practitioners and students.
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6.7.5 Implications

The purpose of this study was to gather data on distance learners’ ideas of reflection in
learning; this was made clear to the participants prior to the study. Also, the wording of the
questions implied that reflection is an important part of higher education, at least one that
was worthy of being studied. It is not unusual, then, that these participants frequently
offered descriptions of their ideas based on their experiences as university students. Perhaps
they inferred that the aim of this study was to support the importance of reflection in higher
education. Although this is only a speculation, it is one explanation for the central role that

higher education purportedly plays in creating a reflective society.

If higher education is a catalyst in developing a reflective society, then it would be
important for higher education institutions, course designers and teaching practitioners to
consider the ways in which students are being asked to reflect. The data from this study
suggested that reflection happens in different ways. Some talked about reflection as
happening through discourse or dialogue.

Discussions with my partner often challenge my thoughts and oblige me to

review my ‘schemata’. (Brian, 58 years old)

I like to answer written questions and have a discussion about my answers.

(Karen, 46 years old)

[Reflection is easiest] at night and when walking, which is quite often. (Robert,

59 years old)
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Although reflection may occur latently, in higher education reflection is often assessed in

written form. This is particularly true in distance learning contexts, where face-to-face

contact is limited. Written forms of reflection may prove challenging for different students.
I find written reflection difficult, it can be difficult to put into words and
sometimes uncomfortable to write about your own learning. (Annie, 23

years old)

Sometimes the language is a bit of a barrier when expressing abstract ideas.

I’m not a native English speaker. (Marco, 45 years old)

Another consideration is how reflection is encouraged. The data suggested that compulsory
reflection may be undesirable to some students for a variety of reasons.

When asked to sit down and reflect. I don’t like the ridgidity of thinking ‘right

now I need to reﬂecf on my work.’...[it is easiest] when it is organic and

unplanned. (Michael, 29 years old)

However, I think it needs to mostly be unprompted self-reflection as at this
age/stage of life the desire to reflect and improve must be inherent and not

forced. (Annie, 23 years old)

However, being too reflective can detract from the main thrust of the work.

(Steve, 29 years old)
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Additionally, if reflection can be taught, do higher education institutions need a common
approach to reflection in learning?
We have been given several frameworks to use for reflecting, but I find it

difficult to stick to them. (Alice, 29 years old)

6.8 Chapter conclusions

This study set out to address the first research question: How do distance learners
conceptualise reflection in higher education? The findings from this study offered a finite
set of conceptions of reflection held by a group of distance learners studying on Open
University modules. The variation between these conceptions suggested a possible
hierarchy along which distance learners’ notions of reflection could progress toward a
transformative conceptualisation of reflective practice. In this way, the study achieved its

aims of addressing this particular research question.

The findings from this study are used as part of a longitudinal study of distance learners in
the next phase of research. Study 2 involved Open University students on three different
modules. These students were interviewed throughout their learning experiences not only to
test the conceptions of reflection model shown in this chapter but also to investigate
conceptual change. The aim was to learn more about the role of higher education in

harnessing and promoting reflective thinking.
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Chapter 7: Study 2—A longitudinal perspective on distance learners’

conceptions of reflection

7.1 Introduction
The findings from Study 1 proposed an outcome space with seven different categories of
description, or conceptions, of reflection held by distance learners in higher education (see

Table 7.1).

Table 7.1: Distance learners’ conception of reflection in higher education

1. Reflection is a human trait.

2. Reflection is a thinking process.

3. Reflection is self-evaluation.

4. Reflection is a learning tool.

5. Reflection is for personal development

6. Reflection is a way to experience the world.

7. Reflection is transformation.

Chapter 7 reports on the research processes and findings from Study 2. Study 2 sought to
address research question 2: To what extent do distance learners’ conceptions of reflection
change during their higher education experience? Study 2 was also designed to confirm

whether the findings from Study 1 could be replicated. This part of the research explored
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Open University students’ conceptions of reflection during their experience on a level 1

undergraduate module to see whether there was any evidence of conceptual change.

The findings from Study 1 intimated that higher education may be a catalyst for creating a
more reflective society. Evidence from Study 1 suggested that higher education plays a role
in developing reflective skills and also that reflection is important in understanding the
world and in participating in society. This prompted an investigation into whether distance
learners’ notions of reflection changed during their higher education experience. Hence,
Study 2 sought to gain a better understanding of the effect of higher education on distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection and on their conceptions of themselves as reflective

learners.

7.2 Design and method

This longitudinal study was designed to collect data at four key points during the length of
a level 1 undergraduate module. Table 7.2 outlines the rationale for choosing these
‘milestones’. Appendix 8 provides a more detailed plan for data collection, including

objectives and interview protocol for each milestone.
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Table 7.2: Data collection milestones for longitudinal study

Label Timeframe Rationale

Milestone = Within the first two To collect responses to a similar set

1 weeks of module of questions as used in Study 1; this
helped to test the framework

Start of proposed in Chapter 6 and to locate

module the participants in the outcome
space

Milestone After feedback from two To understand the participants’

2 assessments (or in the views of the reflective activities in
case of one particular the assessments

3 months  module, after the only

into module assessment)

Milestone Around 2 weeks before =~ To explore participants’ thoughts

3 the final assessment was  about the feedback and the role of
due other students in their learning

End of experience

module

Milestone Approximately one week This gave the students some time to

4 after the final assessment gain closure and collect their
had been submitted thoughts about their module

After experience.

module

Participants were given the option of a face-to-face or telephone interview for milestone 1.
These two options offered the participants and the researcher an opportunity to build a
verbal rapport at the first point of contact. Also, since a face-to-face interview was only

practical for those participants who lived in the vicinity of the University campus,
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telephone interviews offered an opportunity for geographically distributed participants to

take part in the study. Only four participants opted for a face-to-face interview.

Email interviews were used for milestones 2, 3 and 4. This method was chosen based on the
advantages of email interviewing discussed in Chapter 5. Furthermore, when participants
were asked at milestone 1 whether they were happy to use email interviews for subsequent
conversations, all of the participahts agreed that it would be a convenient way for them to
engage in this research. The distance learners in this study were accustomed to using email
technology and were required to have internet access for the modules in which they were
enrolled. Therefore, this particular method of data collection was both familiar and

accessible to them.

No pilot study was carried out for this study. Rather, the questions used at milestones 1 and
4 were almost identical to the questions used in Study 1. For this reason, it was felt that the
interview protocol for milestone 1 had been trialled already. The questions used at
milestones 2 and 3 worked to identify learners’ perspectives on and experiences during the
module. While these questions could have been isolated from the entire study and posed to
a pilot group, the researcher did not feel this was necessary. First, the questions at
milestones 2 and 3 were exploratory in nature and did not specifically intend to uncover the
participants’ conceptions of reflection (as was the case at milestones 1 and 4). Second, the

questions were designed as part of a fluid, ongoing inquiry in which a relationship had
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developed between the researcher and the participant. It was felt that this rapport would

assuage any issues that might arise from using this interview protocol.

7.3 Participants and permissions

As explained in Chapter 6, the researcher used The Open University as the data collection
site for this research. Also discussed in Chapter 6 were the University’s policies for
carrying out research that involves its students. As was the case with Study 1, the
researcher was required to submit an application to The Open University’s Student
Research and Project Panel (SRPP) for Study 2. Appendix 9 is the SRPP application

submitted for Study 2 and Appendix 10 is the approval notification from the SRPP.

Initially, a sample of 180 students across three different level 1 modules (see Table 7.3)
were invited to participate in this study. It was requested that these participants lived in
certain catchment areas so the opportunity for face-to-face interviews was greater.
However, it came to light that this parameter was too restrictive in garnering a large enough
sample. As a result, the sample was drawn from the total population of students enrolled on
these three modules, including those living outside the UK. After a few weeks, it became
clear that the requested sample size was too small to elicit a large enough sample. A further
300 students from the most popular module (Introduction to Social Sciences) were sampled
in an attempt to achieve a larger group of participants. Variables such as age, gender and

previous educational qualifications were also requested from the SRPP.
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A letter of invitation and consent form were drafted by the researcher and final drafts were
produced and distributed by the University’s Survey Office. Appendices 11 and 12 show a
draft of this letter and the consent form used in this study. The Survey Office was able to
release participants’ data to the researcher on receipt of a signed consent form. At this

stage, the researcher contacted the students by telephone to arrange milestone 1 interviews.

An application was made to the Human Participants and Materials Ethics Committee
(HPMEC), as was done for Study 1. Appendices 13 to 15 show the application, conditional
approval and final approval from HPMEC. Data protection issues were discussed with the
Data Protection Liaison Officer and it was agreed verbally that correct procedures for the

safe handling of data were in place.

Consent forms were received from 57 students, which represented a response rate of 12.4%.
All of these students were contacted and milestone 1 interviews were carried out with 33
participants. This represented 7.2% of the total number sampled and 58% of those who
provided informed consent. Table 7.3 presents a demographic profile of the original 33

participants for this study.
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Table 7.3: Demographic profile of participants in Study 2

Gender
Male participants 14 (44%)
Female participants 19 (56%)
Age
Age Range 20 to 66 years
Age Mean 44 years
Age Median 44 years

Prior qualifications

Postgraduate qualification 1 participant

HE qualification 1 participant

BTEC or NVQ 8 participants
Two or more A-Levels 9 participants
Less than two A-Levels O participants

Education not known 5 participants

All of the participants lived in the United Kingdom with the exception of one participant

who lived in Luxembourg.

7.4 Sampling and attrition

As mentioned in the previous section, the sample for this study was drawn from students
enrolled on three different level 1 undergraduate modules. The particular level 1 modules
were chosen based on the researcher’s familiarity with these modules and on factors related
to popularity and curricula. Table 7.4 outlines the main reasons for choosing each of the

modules and shows the full name of each module. To enhance the readability of this thesis
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and to avoid institutional jargon, the modules have been coded using a similar format to
their actual code (i.e. a combination of letters and numbers) but altered slightly so that the
code represents the module subject. For example, the actual code for Introduction to Social

Sciences is DD101 but for this thesis, it is referred to as SS101.
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As noted in Chapter 5, sample attrition occurs when members of the sample decide not to
participate in the study (Sapsford, 2007). There may also be instances where it is not
possible to use input from a participant, such as an unintelligible interview recording. In
studies that are carried out in waves, people may ‘lose patience with the survey’ and drop
out (p. 93). Study 2 involved longitudinal panel data, meaning it measured the same sample
‘two or more times’. Although this method is helpful in determining net change and in |
investigating the source of change, these studies typically suffer from attrition (Wiersma &

Jurs, 2005, p. 161).

Although 33 students participated in milestone 1 interviews, data from 31 students were
used for the purposes of this study. There was one instance where a recording was garbled
and not usable for analysis. Although the reseacher attempted to schedule a second
interview with this participant, she did not respond. Another participant decided to use the
interview sessions as a platform to heavily criticise the module and its tutor. Their
interview data was not deemed suitable for inclusion in the study because it did not contain

any meaningful statements about reflection. Therefore, N=31 at milestone 1.

Subsequently, various others dropped out of the study at different points. Thomas (2004)
suggested that it is a good idea to keep a record of those who choose not to take part in the
study. However, only two participants offered reasons for leaving the study. Both of these

withdrew from the module because of personal commitments. Table 7.5 shows the sample
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attrition for Study 2 over milestones 2, 3 and 4, based on the sample interviewed at

milestone 1.

Table 7.5: Rates of attrition in longitudinal panel study

Data collection points Attrition (n) Cumulative attrition (%)

Milestone 1 0 0
Milestone 2 10 30
Milestone 3 4 42
Milestone 4 7 64-
Total 21 64

Only 12 (36%) of the original participants participated in all four interviews. Table 7.6
shows a demographic profile comparing the students at milestone 1 with those retained at
milestone 4. The proportion of men participating in all four interviews was higher than of
women. Also, the mean and median ages were slightly higher in the retained group of
participants. However, as mentioned previously, data collected from one of these
participants was later omitted because of his vehement dissatisfaction with the module and

its tutor. For this reason, n=11 at milestone 4.
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Table 7.6: Comparison profiles of participants at milestone 1 (N¥=31) and those

retained at milestone 4 (r=11)

Milestone 1 Milestone 4
Female participants 18 (58%) 5 (45%)
Male participants 13 (42%) 6 (55%)
Age Range 20 to 66 years 28 to 66 years
Mean age 44 years | 47 years
Median age 44 years 50 years
SS101 students 20 (65%) 6 (55%)
BS121 students 4 (13%) 2 (18%)
CPD122 students 7 (22%) 3 (27%)
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7.5 Data analysis

The data were analysed in 7 phases:

1.

Test the generalisability of the framework developed in Study 1 by applying it to
participants at milestone 1 of this study.

Repeat the process using data from milestone 4 questions.

Of the participants who responded at milestone 4, determine whether there has been
a change in conceptions between milestone 1 and milestone 4.

Discuss unusual cases and instances of no change

Outline factors for change.

Identify other key points that have emerged from the data.

Look for inter-module differences.

The rest of this section looks at the findings of each phase of data analysis. The data have

been anonymised and gender-specific psuedonyms have been used in place of real names.

7.5.1 Analysis phase 1—conceptions of reflection at milestone 1

Data from 31 participants were interpreted to identify individuals’ conceptions of reflection

at the start of the study. The analysis for this phase involved similar processes to the

analysis of data in Study 1. However, this time, rather than using participants’ written

responses as data, transcripts of the recorded face-to-face interviews and hardcopies of

email interviews were used for analysis (See Appendices 16 and 17 for examples of these

types of transcripts.).
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The framework proposed in Study 1 was relatively easy to apply to this group of learners.
Table 7.7 presents the frequency distribution of concebtions using the seven categories of

description identified in Study 1.

Table 7.7: Conceptions of reflection at milestone 1

Categories of description Frequency Frequency
(N=31) (%)

Reflection is a human trait. 0 0
Reflection is a thinking process. 3 9
Reflection is self-evaluation. 5 16
Reflection is a learning tool. 11 34
Reflection is personal development. 6 19
Reflection is a way to experience the world. 4 13
Reflection is transformation. 3 9

None of the participants held a conception of reflection as a trait. As mentioned in Chapter
6, this category of description was problematic when viewed as part of a logical hierarchy.
The notion of reflection as a personal attribute conflicts with the idea that reflection is a
skill that can be taught and developed. Evidence from Study 2 may shed light on whéther or

not this conception of reflection is actually a conception or merely a perceived factor in
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being able to reflect. More research needs to be done to sharpen (or dissolve) this category

of description.

Participants who held a conception of reflection as a thinking process typically talked about
reflection in terms of thinking back on something. Arguably, this might imply that the act
of thinking back was meant to evaluate an event or instigate change. However, in the cases
of these three participants, reflection was never discussed in these ways. At times, the
decision to assign this conception was difficult because the interpretation could have been
broadened to consider the implications of particular phrases. Extract 1 is from the
researcher’s own notes. This is an example of where a choice was made not to ‘see’ more
than what was there, even though the participant was using reflection in a way that was

different from the way she conceptualised reflection.
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Extract 1

Alice does not think of herself as a reflective person but does think that
reflection can be taught. She thinks that reflection means thinking about how
things went or what’s happened, which is starting to border on a conception of
‘reflection as self-evaluation’. However, since she doesn’t speak of it in these
terms, I don’t feel her conceptions of reflection would fully match that category.
Here is an interesting phenomenon where someone who doesn’t believe they are
reflective is speaking in a reflective manner. At the end of the interview, the
participant is reflecting on her progress over the last year. She remarks that her
confidence is much higher and before she would have never participated in this
interview. She says that she made a personal decision to try new things and
build her confidence and she is pleased with the results! So, although she may
conceptualise reflection as a thinking process, she is using reflection for self-

evaluation and, in some ways, personal development.

Participants who held a conception of reflection as self-evaluation were able to articulate
their ideas about using reflection to consider positive and/or negative aspects of an
experience. Extracts 2 and 3 are examples from the researcher’s notes that indicated an

evaluative conception.
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Extract 2

Kate sees herself as being a naturally reflective person because she’s ‘very
critical’ of herself. She has encountered reflective tasks on previous OU courses
but only recently. She thinks they are helpful to ‘take on board maybe things you

haven’t done well in’.

Extract 3

In talking about reflection, Patricia never offers ideas regarding society or
personal development planning. It hasn’t changed her life or her view on the
world. However, she sees the value in thinking about when went well and not so

well on her assignments.

Those who held a conception of reflection as a learning tool were able to link the activity of

self-evaluation to improving their performance. Extracts 4 and 5 are from the researcher’s

notes and offer examples of these notions.
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Extract 4

Sarah is able to talk about reflection as a way of improving her performance on
something. She doesn’t really explain this in terms of personal development (e.g.
creating a personal development plan, reaching personal goals, etc). She mostly
uses it in terms of feedback, learning and performance. She has some experience
of reflection on a previous module and she thinks reflection is valuable in
learning contexts (to help improve). ‘I think it helps you improve and look at
things from a different perspective and if you don’t look back and reflect on

what you’ve done, you’re not really learning anything.’

Extract §

Peter sees the value of reflection in learning contexts and in life (society) but he
doesn’t have time to reflect very much because his own life is quite busy ‘I don’t
really think I have time. It’s a bit too manic.’. He does use reflection for his

assignments and sees that it helps reinforce his learning.
The conception of reflection as personal development was expressed by those who spoke

about reflection in terms of taking action. Sharon, for example, talked about reflection as a

necessary part of planning her future.
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I need to think about where I'm going next and the way I decide on where I'm
going next is to look back at the learning I’'m going through at the moment and
pick out the parts that I’ve found most stimulating, most endurable, maybe the
most challenging and it could be by reflecting on what I would do, what I would

make my decision on where to go next. (Sharon, 55 years old, SS101, milestone

1)

The participants who held a conception of reflection as a way to experience the world were
usually able to talk about seeing things from different perspectives. Many of these
participants used the phrase ‘black or white’ to explain a non-reflective perspective of the
world.

It’s important that some people are being reflective because it’s, that’s T would I

was going to say, that’s the bridge between the people that are happy to look at -

different ways of doing things and people that aren’t. (Ellie, 44 years old,

SS101, milestonel)

This group of students seemed to consider reflective members of society as ones who

questioned authority.
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I think from a societal point of view, we need to be reflective on the things that
we see around us because there is so much pressure to consume the messages
that we receive from authority. It seems to me, I mean Hilary Clinton, for
instance, she talks about opinion makers quite frequently, so there are
authorities in society that make decisions about how we should think or frame
issues, which is not necessarily a healthy thing for society. And by being
reflective and by thinking about the things we are told from authority and from
power, then we can start to unravel the truth from things. (Simon, 55 years old,

SS101, milestone 1)

Lastly, the three students who conceptualised reflection as transformation talked about how
reflection had changed their lives or had impacted certain ways of doing things. Students
who held this conception were able to articulate their ideas on reflection very clearly with a
good level of confidence. In one interview, a participant cited an example of how her own
reflective practices had helped her leave her partner. In another interview, one of the
participants recalled using reflection in her decision to end an abusive relationship. All
participants holding this conception were female.
It changed my life. I got a divorce and everything. (Nancy, 55 years old, SS101,

milestone 1)
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Typically speaking, the students in this category talked about reflection as a way to take
control of your life.
Anyone can be anything they want to be within reason. Life is about choices and

choosing to make the right ones. (Stephanie, 33 years old, SS101, milestone 1)

When reflection results in the taking by that person of informed positive action
to change, it shows its importance both in terms of personal growth and,
potentially, social or economic development. (Andrea, 33 years old, BS121,

milestone 1)
7.5.2 Analysis phase 2—conceptions of reflection at milestone 4

The frequency distribution of conceptions held by the 11 participants at milestone 4 are

presented in Table 7.8.
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Table 7.8: Conceptions of reflection at milestone 4

Categories of description Frequency Frequency
(n=11) (%)
Reflection is a human trait. 0 0
Reflection is a thinking process. 0 0
Reflection is self-evaluation. 0 0
Reflection is a learning tool. 2 18
Reflection is personal development. 3 27
Reflection is a way to experience the world. 2 18
Reflection as transformation 4 36
Total 11 100

Many of the themes that emerged from milestone 1 data were also present in milestone 4
data. For example, those who conceptualised reflection as a learning tool spoke about
reflection as a way to improve performance.

To me reflection is learning about how I learn, what works for me and what

does not. I think I'm getting there, albeit a bit slower than I anticipated. (Charles,

54 years old, SS101, milestone 4)

Those who held a conception of reflection as personal development at milestone 4, were

able to talk about achievement and taking action, similar to those at milestone 1.
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It helps me to clarify my thoughts and I've found it beneficial to review my
entries at a later date and see how my learning has progressed and think about
whether any further action is necessary. (Maria, 52 years old, CPD122,

milestone 4)

Of the two students who held a conception of reflection as a way to experience the world at
milestone 4, both expressed their ideas about reflection in terms of questioning and learning
through experience.
I view it as ability to take a deeper approach towards particular subject.
Learning from experience, questioning of new concepts. (Michael, 39 years old,

BS121, milestone 4)

To internalise experiences and consider the implications and possible outcomes
of situations in a pros and cons sort of way to clarify understanding. (George, 58

years old, BS121, milestone 4)

At milestone 4, the largest percentage (n=4, 36%) of students held a conception of
reflection as transformation. Themes among this group included the notion of wisdom,
empowerment and lifelong learning.
Reflectionis the key to a more empowered future where we positively can
improve ourselves and, hopefully, the lives of those around us—Iike I said,

reflection is a crucial life skill! (Simon, 55 years old, SS101, milestone 4)
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Reflection means that I have moved on and been able to learn from my mistakes

and become a better, wiser person. (Stephanie, 33 years old, SS101, milestone

4)

Reflection for this group offered a particular way of working, that, as one participant noted,
was often reassuring.

I did think it was very strange when I first began this course as I had never had

to do it before but now I can't imagine not ‘working’ in this way. (Susan, 38

years old, SS101, milestone 4)

I find it a useful tool in letting go as well, reflecting on difficult issues and
thinking if things could have been done better or not, if the answer to that is not
really then I know I did my best and it kind of puts the matter to bed without
going over and over it which never does any good. If the answer is yes I have
then made the first step in doing things better the next time. (Ellie, 44 years old,

SS101, milestone 4)

7.5.3 Analysis phase 3—net change of each participant retained at milestone 4

Of the 11 participants whose data was used at milestone 4, all but two of them experienced
a change in the conceptions they held at milestone 1. Viewing the conceptions as an
outcome space, the seven categories of description can be organised in a linear way (see

Chapter 6, Figure 6.2). In this phase of analysis, the researcher visualised the conceptions
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along a spectrum. Figure 7.1 is an example of how this was considered. Each of the points

on the spectrum represent one step.

i B | | I
< >
Trait Thinking Self- Learning Personal Way to Transformation
evaluation tool development experience
the world

Figure 7.1: Spectrum of conceptions of reflection

Table 7.9 summarises the change from milestone 1 conceptions to milestone 4 conceptions

in terms of steps. The biggest change was experienced by Susan who changed 3 steps.
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Table 7.9: Conceptual change by steps of those who completed the study

Participant  Milestone I conception  Milestone 4 conception  Change
Ellie as a way to experience  as transformation 1
the world
Charles as self evaluation as a learning tool 1
Susan as a learning tool as transformation 3
Simon as a way to experience  as transformation 1
the world
Jason as a way to experience  as a learning tool -2
the world
Stephanie  as transformation as transformation 0
George as a learning tool as a way to experience 2
the world
Michael as a learning tool as a way to experience 2
the world
Maria as a learning tool as personal development 1
Robert as self evaluation as personal development 2
Corrine as personal as personal development 0

development

Represented as a line chart (Figure 7.2), the net change between milestone 1 and milestone

4 conceptions was toward the positive end of the spectrum.
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Figure 7.2: Conceptual change from milestone 1 to milestone 4 in those who completed

the study (n=11)

A Wilcoxon signed ranked test was used to determine whether the change in conceptions
experienced by this group was statistically significant. However, the test statistic (Z = -
1.93) just fell outside the rejection regions (Z < -1.96 and Z > 1.96) (Siegel & Castellan, Jr.,
1988, p. 140). Therefore, the change in conceptions experienced by this group is not

statistically significant. This outcome may be due to the small sample size.
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A Mann-Whitney test was carried out to test whether the conceptions held between those
who completed the study and those who did not were statistically different. The mean ranks
suggest a trend of completers holding more sophisticated conceptions of reflection as

compared to noncompleters (see Table 7.10).

Table 7.10: Mean ranks of conceptions of reflection held by those who completed the

study compared to those who did not (SPSS output from Mann-Whitney test)

Group N Mean Rank
Completers 11 1791
Noncompleters 20 1495

The test statistic Z = -.89 did not fall into the rejection region (Z < -1.96 and Z > 1.96) and,

as such, shows that the difference between these two groups is not statistically significant.

7.5.4 Analysis phase 4—unusual cases and instances of no change

The only case that may be regarded as unusual would be the movement to the left of the
spectrum by Jason (66 years old, SS101). Milestone 1 data suggested that Jason held a
conception of reflection as a way to experience the world. Extract 6 presents the

researcher’s note regarding her milestone 1 interview with Jason.
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Extract 6

Jason has used reflection in splitting up with his girlfriend and taking control of
his life. Previously, he had used reflection when dealing with his wife’s terminal
cancer and could talk about his experiences with that. He feels that people with
more life experience can be more reflective and that through experience, people

can learn to be more reflective.

At milestone 4, Jason did not mention reflection in social or personal terms as he did in
milestone 1. Instead, he focused on reflection in terms of his relationship with his tutor.
I have found the reflection process to be good for clearing my thoughts and also

for expressing my thoughts as an individual directly to the tutor.

When considered holistically, this does not appear to be that unusual after all. The
interviews at milestone 1 and at milestone 4 shared a very similar interview protocol. The
major difference then, would be the learners’ own experiences. At milestone 1, Jason’s
experiences with reflection were quite personal: coping with his wife’s terminal illness and
later, making a decision to split from another partner. However, at milestone 4, Jason’s
perspective on the questions had changed to that of a learner in higher education. Jason
articulated his ideas about reflection in terms of how he had used it on the module. Perhaps
this was a case of ‘reactivity’, the phenomenon whereby a participant provides responses
they think the researcher wants to hear (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 101). By talking
about reflection in terms of his learning experience, Jason may have felt he was pleasing

the researcher. Or, maybe it was possible that he had positioned himself as a tertiary learner

227



and was framing his conceptions from this perspective. Indeed, this was seen in other
examples where change had occurred in a positive manner along the spectrum. These are

discussed later in this chapter.

There were 2 cases of no change. Stephanie (33 years old, SS101) maintained her
conception of reflection as transformation from milestone 1 to milestone 4. Stephanie
championed reflection from the beginning of the study. Her responses at milestone 1
showed that she held a sophisticated view of reflection.

I think with any new skill reflecting on what went wrong and what went right

can only lead to natural progression; which effectively is what HE [higher

education] is all about.

SS101 was Stephanie’s first experience on a university module. She worked as a medical
receptionist and was surrounded by ‘patient death and serious illness’. She commented in
her milestone 1 interview that ‘it makes you realise just how lucky you are and that life is
too short to surround yourself with people who don’t value you.” She also shared an
experience of being assaulted by her ‘best friend’s partner’. Stephanie explained that the

use of reflection helped her realise that:
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I had been pushing away the people who really valued me and devoting far too
much time to those who didn’t. My divorce a few years back also made me
reflect on the negative choices I have made with my life in the past.
Stephanie’s position as a reflective individual could have been formed through her life
experience and then reaffirmed in her experience as a university student to become a

‘better, wiser person’ (milestone 4).

Corrine (48 years old, CPD122) held the same conception of reflection as personal
development throughout the module experience. Her work experience dealt with helping
others prepare personal development plans and for that reason she felt (at milestone 1) that
reflection, for her, was done ‘as a matter of course’. At milestone 4, Corrine talked about
reflection in terms of her own achievements.
I actually enjoy reflecting on what I have or have not experienced, learnt and
achieved. However, at times it can be uncomfortable to learn things about
myself, but I know that this is part of the learning process and I value that

greatly.

In Corrine’s case, it could be that her previous experience of helping others use reflection to
prepare personal development plans had so heavily shaped her conception of reflection that
she did not consider reflection in other ways. It could also be, as suggested for Stephanie,

that her university experience reaffirmed Corrine’s previously held views on reflection.
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7.5.5 Analysis phase 5—factors for change

Two themes emerged during the data analysis that are presented here as factors for
changing conceptions: repositioning and the influence of other people. The implication is
not that they are independent factors for change. Rather, it could be possible that a student
experiences both of these factors to varying degrees. And, it is plausible that a hybrid of

these factors could instigate a different conception of reflection.

Repositioning

In the previous section it was suggested that Jason’s changing conceptions were due to his
changing perspective on reflection. It was proposed that Jason’s experiences in the module
helped him to consider reflection in terms of a learning context and of himself as a
reflective learner. This notion of repositioning oneself from one perspective to another
could help to explain some of the changes from milestone 1 to milestone 4 in the other
participants’ conceptions. And, these ‘new’ concéptions could be based on the content or

thrust of the particular module in which these students were enrolled.

For example, both George and Michael changed their conceptions of reflection from a
learning tool (milestone 1) to a way to experience the world (milestone 4). They were both
students on Module B, which happened to be underpinned by Kolb’s (1984) Leamiﬁg
Cycle (see Chapter 2). The module promoted the use of reflection in making sense of

experiences by theorising on new ideas and testing out different ways of doing things. In
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that respect, it was not unusual for George and Michael to express their ideas on reflection

in an experiential way.

Maria and Robert both held conceptions of reflection as personal development at milestone
4 and were both enrolled on module CPD122. This particular module helped students to
prepare a personal development plan, by sharing experiences, setting personal goals and
learning to carrying out action planning.

To me reflection means to be able to look at a situation and go through it step by

step braking [sic] it down to be able to go forward and achieve personal goals.

(Robert, 28 years old, CPD122, milestone 4)

This is another example of where the content of the module could have offered the students

a different perspective from which to view reflection.

The influence of other people
Data from milestone 4 suggested that other people, such as the module tutor and other
students, had an impact on the participants’ conceptions of reflection.

I have found it particularly helpful when reflection is part of a shared activity

for instance in an online forum or tutorial. (Maria, 52 years old, CPD122,

milestone 4)
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In my reflection I referred to this difficulty and elicited a meaningful response
from the tutor. This was helpful and perhaps more instructional than previously
where I had been getting higher marks and therefore paying less attention to the

tutor’s critique. (Jason, 66 years old, SS101, milestone 4)

Another participant noted that reflection was more important for distance learners than for
conventional university students.

I think it’s important at all levels, but at the OU where you don't have face to

face contact with other students, it is important to reflect. As you only have

yourself to test you, rather than a classmate at school. (Charles, 54 years old,

SS101, milestone 4)

Whether present or absent, the influence of other people seemed to play a role in the
experiences of and perspectives on reflection. Interviews in milestones 2 and 3 tried to
elicit ideas about the role of the tutor and of other students in their module experience.

Findings from these interviews are discussed later in the chapter.

7.5.6 Analysis phase 6—other key points
Several key points were raised during the interviews, two of which occured frequently.

First, reflection takes time and is therefore more easily achieved by people with more time

available for reflection.
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I don’t really think I have time [to reflect]. It’s a bit too manic. (Paul, 30 years

old, SS101, milestone 1)

I suppose, practically, some students are under a lot of pressure. I would find it
more difficult to reflect if I was working full time...I probably have more time
to be thinking about the whole package. (Grant, 63 years old, SS101, milestone

1)

I spend a lot of time of my own so you do a lot of reflecting... (Nancy, 36 years

old, SS101, milestone 1)

Second, reflection comes with age and/or experience.
I think reflection is a useful tool in higher education as it encourages you to be
more open minded and less judgemental, although study has no age limits I
think as younger people we can be adamant that we think in a particular way or
view life in a particular way and this can change with life experiences and being
exposed to different things, whether that be subjects, different lifestyles,

cultures, etc. (Ellie, 44 years old, SS101, milestone 4)

I suppose as people are older, I suppose things happen in life so I suppose you
reflect on things more than what you used to. (Amy, 40 years old, SS101,

milestone 1)
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The more experience you have, the more reflective you’re likely to be. If I'm
saying some students are more reflective than others, I think the more
experience you’ve got, the more likely you are to be reflective than I guess uh,
lots of younger people I'm sure some have uh some fairly strong experiences
that might make them as reflective as anybody else. (Jason, 66 years old, SS101,

milestone 1)

However, two participants suggested that it was their older age that restricted them from
being reflective people. Louise commented:

I don’t know whether it is an age thing to be accustomed to it [reflection].

Um, I don’t find it easy to sort of tease out how I feel about things. I'm bit of

a black and white person I suppose. (Louise, 66 years old, SS101, milestone

1)

7.5.7 Analysis phase 7—inter-module differences

At Miletone 4, all participants on module BS121 (n=2) held a conception of reflection as a
way to experience the world. All participants on module CPD122 (n=4) held a conception
of reflection as personal development. As explained earlier, these conceptions were in line
with the overarching aims of the respective modules (i.e. BS121 promotes reflection as part
of experiential learning and CPD122 explores reflection as part of personal development

planning). One issue is whether these participants really held these conceptions or whether
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they thought—when participating in the study—they were being tested on the content of

their modules and just regurgitating what they thought they should say.

In module SS101, the participants at milestone 4 either held conceptions of reflection as a
learning tool (n=2) or as transformation (n=4). vShort reflective tasks are built into SS101 to
encourage students to think about their own progress on the course. This, along with the
previous suggestion of ‘repositioning’, could explain why some students on SS101 were
able to talk about reflection as a way to help them learn. The content of SS101 deals with
social concepts and issues. This sociological focus on the learners’ own thinking and
writing could influence their perspectives on reflection as a contributing activity for a

dynamic society, therefore shaping an understanding of reflection as tranformation.

7.6 Findings from milestones 2 and 3

Interviews at milestones 2 and 3 did not try to specifically elicit participants’ conceptions of
reflection. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the reasons for collecting data at these
points had to do with understanding the participants’ thoughts about the reflective activities
on the modules and exploring what they thought about the feedback they received. These
interviews also probed the participants’ ideas about whether (and how) the other students

on the modules contributed to their experience.
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7.6.1 Reflective activities

Reflective activities are often embedded in module assignments, usually as a short set of
questions at the end of an assignment. In SS101, for example, the questions ask the students
what they found easy and difficult about preparing the assignment. Another question asks
how they could make a difficult area easier in the future. For many of the students these
activities seemed superfluous at the beginning of the module. However, over time, the
students seemed to value these reflective tasks.

In the beginning I found it a very strange thing to be asked to do, but it is not

difficult and my opinion has changed. (Georgina, 46 years old, SS101)

Initially I didn’t understand the purpose of the self-reflection bit, but as the
course is progressing, it is useful to look at past self reflections with the tutor
feedback on them and it then becomes clear how progress in terms of
confidence/skills have been made or if there has possibly been some areas that

continue to be a personal challenge (Patrick, 41 years old, SS101)

One participant referred to the reflective tasks as having ‘meagre’ word limits (Louise, 66
years old, SS101). Several others commented on how the low word limit was a barrier to
expressing their reflections.
I understand the limitation of 50 words but could be short to fully convey
thoughts. Having said that, yes, it is very useful...and positive feedback does
return from the tutor. It is useful to be able to give reflection at the time of

assignment and not wait for the next tutorial. (Grant, 63 years old, SS101)

236



I feel that it [the reflective activity] should be there at the end of the TMAs
[tutor marked assignments] but 50 words is often inadequate to summarise the
difficulties encountered AND express what was enjoyable. While I’'m quite
happy to do this after the TMA I'm frustrated that I can’t express what I feel I

need to in 50 words. (Simon, 55 years old, SS101)

Useful but word limit was restrictive. (Ellie, 44 years old, SS101)

Perhaps I am missing something vital here, but I would have thought asking
some different questions and allowing more scope for expression would have

been better. (Louise, 66 years old, SS101)

There was evidence that some participants really embraced these reflective tasks.
I think this is a good idea because my tutor can help me with any problems I

might have. (Alice, 20 years old, SS101)

The reflection on bits I found difficult about this assignment part was the most
influential. I took an A4 sheet of paper, put my self-reflection on it and put it on

the wall. So as to make sure I would act on it. (Charles, 54 years old, SS101)

Still, others found the reflective tasks at the end of each assignment a chore.

Self reflection is a pain and I don’t see the benefit of writing it down. (Sarah, 55

years old, SS101)
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7.6.2 Feedback
Broadly speaking, the participants valued the feedback they received from their tutors. It
was rare for the participants to comment negatively about the feedback. In most cases, they
praised their tutors’ efforts.
The feedback on my TMAs [tutor marked assignments] have always been
positive even when I have done something badly and this has helped me

progress with my academic writing. (Corrine, 48 years old, CPD122)

The feedback has been constructive, motivational and I find it the most vital part
of monitoring my personal progress thoughout my learning. (Catherine, 56 years

old, CPD122)

To be honest, the greatest asset on the course has been to have a committed,

motivated and highly enthusiastic tutor. (Simon, 55 years old, SS101)

7.6.3 Other students

All of the modules sampled in this study are designed to be facilitated using blended
teaching methods. This meant the study materials are available both online and in print
version. The ‘classroom’ is an asynchronous forum, referred to at The Open University as a
tutor group forum. SS101 and BS121 also offer several face-to-face tutorials throughout the

term.

238



When asked about their experiences of working with the others students, the participants
had mostly positive things to report. Some of the participants really valued the role of the
other students in their learning experience.
I have been very motivated by meeting other students at tutorials who are
working very hard and have clear goals to complete a degree and start new
careers. When you are the only person among your friends, family and
community who has decided to volunteer for studying not even connected to
work, it is very encouraging to meet other people doing the séme and makes you
feel part of an OU community. I have good support and encouragement at home

but meeting other students has helped a lot. (Georgina, 46 years old, SS101)

There were a few who did not like using the asynchronous forums, preferring the face-to-
face tutorials instead.
Tutorials are a great way of learning from other students, but the forums are not

for me. Very hit and miss. (Sarah, 55 years old, SS101)

I’ve not participated in the forums as I'm not used to conversing with people
using this medium. I think I will need to try and participate before the end of the

course as this seems to be used a lot. (Charles, 54 years old, SS101)
Others remarked at how useful the forums were to their learning. One participant explained

that she subscribed to a social networking page that was set up by the other students on her

module.
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I have found that using forums and Facebook has helped with other people’s

opinions and what they have learned. (Alice, 20 years old, SS101)

It’s great being able to discuss something and not get a ‘blank stare’ effect.
Discussing problems or simply having a natter about the subject matter of the

week really boosts my morale and keeps me focused. (Susan, 38 years old,

SS101)

Despite a few opposing viewpoints and outliers, the participants in this study found the
reflective activities at the end of each assignment to be useful in monitoring their own
development and in eliciting support from the tutor. The formal written feedback from the
tutor supported this development by being ‘constructive’ and ‘motivational’ (Catherine).
The other students played an important role in motivating the participants and in learning
through others. This bundle of resources, activities and community seemed to work well in

supporting the learning experience.

There were a few points raised in this section of the study that may have implications for
the University and for module staff. For example, the purpose of the reflective activities
appeared to be ambiguous at the beginning of the module. The word limit seemed to restrict

reflective expression. The forums were not being used unanimously.
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7.7 Chapter conclusions
The analysis of data from this Study offered the following findings and key points.
1. Six of the seven conceptions of reflection identified in Study 1 were were also
identified in Study 2.
2. There is evidence that distance learners’ conceptions of reflection can change
during their level 1 undergraduate module experience.
3. Students’ conceptions of reflection may be influenced by the design and content of
particular modules they have taken.
4. Commonly held notions that reflection takes time and comes with age/experience

can shape the ways in which distance learners conceptualise reflection.

This chapter reported on a longitudinal study of distance learners’ conceptions of reflection.
Evidence from this study suggests that conceptual change regarding reflection can occur
during distance learners’ level 1 undergraduate experience. Considered alongside Figure
6.2: Variation between categories of description, it is plausible to assume that higher
education may play a role in distance learners’ developing conceptions of reflection.
Logically speaking, this would imply that students at higher levels of study hold more
sophisticated conceptions of reflection than students at lower levels. The next chapter
reports on Study 3, which investigated distance learners’ conceptions of reflection at
postgraduate level. Study 3 aimed to determine whether students enrolled in higher levels

of study held higher order notions of reflection.
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Chapter 8: Study 3—Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in

postgraduate study

8.1 Introduction
Study 2 investigated the extent to which distance learners’ conceptions of reflection
changed over a level 1 undergraduate module. The findings suggested that distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection can change during their level 1 module experience. Two
factors were proposed that influenced this change.

1. the students’ re-positioning from bejng nonstudents to being university

students

2. the design and content of particular modules

Contextual factors that influenced a student’s opportunity to reflect included having time to

reflect and having life experiences on which to reflect.

Chapter 8 reports on the research processes and findings from Study 3. Study 3 addressed
research question 3: To what extent do distance learners with more experience of higher
education hold different conceptions of reflection from distance learners who have less

experience of higher education.
8.2 Overview

The findings from Study 2 suggested that, during their level 1 undergraduate experience,

distance learners develop more sophisticated ways of understanding reflection.
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It could be postulated that distance learners on higher level modules may hold higher order
notions of reflection. First, it is likely that distance learners on higher level modules have
completed a programme of study prior to their current level of study. Postgraduate students
at The Open University are typically expected to hold an undergraduate degree.
For most of our postgraduate qualifications or standalone courses you will
need to have an undergraduate degree or equivalent before starting, though
you can gain access to some if you have sufficient professional expertise.
(Open University, 2012) ‘
Therefore, it would be logical to assume that postgraduate learners have had more

experience of higher education than level 1 undergraduate students.

Second, the differences between undergraduate and postgraduate study indicate that
postgraduate learners would have more experience in using reflection for study. Table 8.1
is a summary of the Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA) (2008) descriptors for level 1

undergraduate study and for postgraduate study.

244



Table 8.1: Summary of descriptors for level 1 undergraduate study and for

postgraduate study

Level 1 undergraduate

Postgraduate

Knowledge of concepts and principles
Ability to evaluate and interpret ideas
Ability to present, evaluate and interpret
quantitative and qualitative data

Ability to develop arguments and make
sound judgements in accordance with

relevant theories

Ability to evaluate the appropriateness of
different approaches

Ability to communicate the results of their
study/work

Skills to undertake further training

Ability to exercise some personal
responsibility in the workplace

Systematic understanding of knowledge

Critical awareness of current
problems/insights

Comprehensive understanding of
techniques

Originality in the application of
knowledge

Conceptual understanding that leads to
critical evaluation

Ability to evaluate methodologies and to
propose new hypotheses

Ability to deal with complex issues

Ability to be self-directed, original and
autonomous in planning and carrying out
their work

Ability to continue their own development
and to actively take personal responsibility
in the workplace

(adapted from QAA, 2008, pp. 15-23)

This summary shows a considerable difference in learning outcomes for these levels of

study. Key differences for postgraduate learners include: the magnification of critical
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thinking, the increased complexity of problem solving and the greater onus on personal
development. Although reflection is not expressly included in these learning outcomes,

there is literature to confirm the role of reflection in all of these areas.

As explained in Chaptefs 2 and 3, critical thinking models include reflection as a stage in
the thinking process (cf. Brookfield, 1987). Problem solving requires reflection in order to
‘hypothesise’, ‘synthesise’ and ‘integrate’ ideas (Hershkowitz & Schwarz, 1999, pp. 67-
69). Reflection is purported to be an activity required for ‘perspective shifts’ when carrying
out collaborative problem solving activities (Shirouzu et al., 2002, pp. 491-492). And, in
terms of personal development, reflection is central to development planning and
employability (cf. Ramsey, 2006; Watts & Butcher, 2008). Postgraduate learning, therefore,

is a locus for reflective activity.

Study 3 investigated postgraduate distance learners’ conceptions of reflection. These
learners’ previous experiences in higher education may mean that the effect of re-
positioning from a nonstudent to a university student is not a factor in how they
conceptualise reflection, as it was for the Study 2 cohort. Also, as already suggested, the
learning outcomes for postgraduate study create opportunities for a range of reflective
acﬁvity. The expectations held by learners entering postgraduate study may already include
reflection. It is plausible to conclude that these learners will hold more highly-developed
notions of reflection than students entering level 1 undergraduate study. Study 3

illuminated this research question.
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8.3 Design and method

This study was designed to collect data at two key points during a module block of The
Open University’s Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice. This online module is
designed for tertiary teacher-practitioners to reflect on and to validate their own teaching
practice. Table 8.2 outlines the rationale for choosing the ‘milestones’ for this study.
Appendix 18 shows the draft questionnaires for each milestone (before they were

developed into online questionnaires).

Table 8.2: Data collection points for Study 3

Label Timeframe Rationale

Milestone Within the first two weeks To collect responses to a similar set of questions

1 of the module used in Study 1. This will help to test the
framework proposed in Chapter 6 and to locate
the participants in the proposed outcome space.

Milestone After submitting the first To understand the participants’ views of the
2 tutor marked assignment reflective components of the task. To explore the
participants’ thoughts about the feedback and the
role of other students in their learning experience.

Data were collected using open-ended online questionnaires. Links to the online
questionnaires were sent to the participants at each milestone. The questions corresponded
with the rationale for each point of data collection, meaning the questions at milestone 1

were different from those at milestone 2.

247



As outlined in Chapter 5, online questionnaires offer certain advantages in terms of time,
cost and geographical reach. For this study, online questionnaires were chosen because this
method provided a means to access all of the students on a particular postgraduate module
regardless of where they were located. Additionally, it was felt that an online method was
appropriate because of the online nature of the module on which these students were
enrolled. The students, it was assumed, would have the skills and resources to use this type
of data collection instrument. In terms of analysis, the responses to the online
questionnaires were collated into an Excel file, which provided a relatively clear way of

viewing and organising the data.

No pilot study was carried out for this study. As was the case for Study 2, many of the same
questions had been used in previous questionnaires and interviews for this thesis research.
Therefore, it was felt that the wording and ordering of the questions had been trialled
already. Also, the researcher felt that the general activity underpinning Study 3 was one of
comparison. For this reason, it seemed pertinent to maintain similar questioning for this

study than was used in the previous studies.

8.4 Participants and permissions

Similar to the previous two studies, the researcher used the UK’s Open University as the
site for data collection. As with Studies 1 and 2, the researcher was required to seck
relevant permissions to carry out Study 3. Appendix 19 is the researcher’s application to

The Open University’s Student Research and Project Panel (SRPP) and Appendix 20 is the
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email approval letter from the SRPP. Appendices 21 and 22 show the application and
respective approval letter to/from the Data Protection Office. In consultation with the
supervisors of this thesis, it was decided that approval from the University’s ethics
committee was not necessary for this study since it did not pose any significant risks to the

participants or to the researcher.

For this study, the researcher requested a sample of all students currently enrolled on the
Postgraduate Certificate in Academic Practice module with The Open University, as
already discussed in this chapter. Variables such as age, gender and previous educational
qualifications were also requested from the SRPP. A letter of invitation, a consent form and
a letter of support from the researcher’s primary supervisor were sent out to this sample
(see Appendices 23-25). The University’s Survey Office collated the responses from the

sample and sent the final data in password protected files to the researcher.

The sémple comprised 22 students enrolled on a particular intake of module named
previously. This module was delivered by an academic team within the researcher’s own
research department. This meant that the researcher had convenient access to the Module
Team Chair and to the module resources, which helped to gain endorsement for the
research and to provide support. For these reasons, this module was selected for Study 3

over any other postgraduate module.

249



Completed surveys were received by 12 participants at milestone 1. This represented a
response rate of 55%. Of those who responded, 10 participants also responded to the survey
at milestone 2. Therefore, 45% of the original number of students sampled participated in
the full study. Table 8.3 shows a demographic profile of all 12 participants. Gender-specific

pseudonyms have been used in place of the participants’ real names.
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Table 8.3: Demographic profile of participants in Study 3

Participant  Age  Gender Educational background (self-reported)

1. Jason 50 Male MSc and BA (Hons) History and Politics

2. John 59 Male Postgraduate Diploma in Haematology and BA
Politics

3. Beth 48 Female Experience at undergraduate level

4. Alison 46 Female Postgraduate Diploma in Social Work, BA
Community Education, Certificate in Child Protection

5. Susan 45 Female 6 postgraduate modules and a BSc (Hons)
6. Sarah 57 Female Currently enrolled on a PhD, MSc (Distinction), BEd
7. Mary 57 Female 3 professional qualifications (Teaching), MSc, 2
undergraduate degrees
8. Ron 60 Male  Enrolled on an MSc in Social Research, postgraduate
qualification in Social Work, Postgraduate Certificate
in Professional Management, 2 undergraduate degrees
(Classics and Social Science)

9. Margaret 46 Female PhD Early Childhood Education, Master of Early
Childhood Education, undergraduate degree in
Psychology

10. Brenda 63 Female 1 postgraduate module in teaching, graduate trainee
(Secondary Schools), undergraduate experience
(Maths and Computing), Certificate in Christian
Studies

11. Zebi 55 Female Maths education (level not reported)

12. Carl 42 Male PhD in Computer Science, MBA, Certificate in

Spanish, Certicate in Social Care, Diploma in
Management, MSc in Computing, BSc (Hons)
Computer Science

251



Of these 12 participants, 4 (33%) were male and 8 (67%) were female. Their ages ranged

from 42 years to 63 years, with a mean age of 52 years and a median age of 55 years.

In comparison to the participants in Study 2, who were distance learners enrolled on level 1
undergraduate modules, the participants in Study 3 had a smaller age range (approximately
20 years less) and a higher mean age (approximately 8 years more). The demographic
profile of participants in Study 3 was similar to the profile of the whole student population
at The Open University in terms of proportion of male to female and mean age. However,
these participants represented a group of older students with considerable educational

backgrounds.

8.5 Data analysis
The data were analysed in four phases:
1. Test the generalisability of the framework developed in Study 1 by applying it to
participants at milestone 1 of this study.
2. Identify any unusual cases.
3. Investigate any differences between distance learners’ conceptions at level 1 (Study
2) and at postgraduate study.

4. Explore key themes and factors for variation.

The rest of this section looks at the findings of each phase of data analysis. The data have

been anonymised, using pseudonyms in place of real names.
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8.5.1 Analysis phase 1—conceptions of reflection at milestone 1

Data from 12 participants were interpreted to identify individuals’ conceptions of reflection
at the start of the postgraduate module. Similar to how data in Study 2 were analysed, the
researcher performed an iterative technique to categorise each of the participants into a
particular category of description. During this process, the researcher maintained field notes
to explain the reasons for each categorisation. Table 8.4 is an example of how this was

done.
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Table 8.4: Extract from researcher’s field notes

Conceptions at milestone 1 (pre-module)

Alias Category of Field notes
description

Carl Reflection as ‘Oh yes! Thad a telephone interview for another OU
self-evaluation module a couple of weeks ago and, as I have another

tomorrow, I've been reviewing aspects of that first
performance in my mind ever since.’” Carl shows signs of
conceptualising reflection as personal development but
doesn't appear to use reflection for personal development in
practice. He seems to consider reflection as a way of
thinking about how he performed or about what went well,
etc. Another quote is: 'T continually think about the things
I've done during a day and how I could improve.’

Susan Reflection as ‘It [reflection] enables me to effectively explore the efficacy
personal of my work and hopefully work on improving my practice.'
development Susan also feels that reflection may help us form better

relationships between parents and children and, for this
reason, is an important part of social development.

Alison Reflectionasa  ‘If we are skilled at reflection it can enhance our

way to
understand the
world

relationships and personal lives as well as deepening our
own understanding of how we react in situations.” Alison
also talked about reflection as a way to understand the
learner's context so they can maximize their learning
potential: I think that it is vital, as I believe that education is
about making a change and having an impact on the learner
as a teacher. However the learner needs support to reflect on
their own context of learning in order that they can adapt or
retain elements to increase their learning.’

Table 8.5 represents the frequency distribution of conceptions using the seven categories of

description identified in Study 1.
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Table 8.5: Postgraduate learners’ conceptions of reflection at milestone 1

Categories of description Frequency Frequency
(N=12) (%)
Reflection as a human trait 0 0
Reflection as a thinking process 0 0
Reflection as self-evaluation 2 17
Reflection as a learning tool 2 17
Reflection as personal development 2 17
Reflection as a way to experience the world 6 50
Reflection as transformation 0 0
Total 12 100

Participants who held a conception of reflection as self-evaluation talked about reflection
as a way to think about their performance.
Oh yes! I had a telephone interview for another OU module a couple of
weeks ago and, as I have another tomorrow, I've been reviewing aspects of

that first perfomance in my mind ever since. (Carl, 42 years old)
Those who conceptualised reflection as a learning tool either expressed their ideas about

reflection as having a necessary role in learning and in being necessary to learn from

mistakes.
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No reflection, no learning. (Jason, 50 years old)

If you do not reflect on your responses to situations you are likely to make the
same mistakes, over and over again. equally you are less likely to be able to

repeat a good response. (Brenda, 63 years old)

Both of the participants who held a conception of reflection as personal development talked
about reflection as a way to improve oneself, usually in a professional way.
It [reflection] enables me to effectively explore the efficacy of my work and

hopefully work on improving my practice. (Susan, 45 years old)

It [reflection] helps to improve things either in our own life or work. (Zebi, 55

years old)

Half of the participants in this study held a conception of reflection as a way to experience
the world. Largely speaking, all of these participants talked about reflection as a necessary
tool for social behaviour and responsibility.
It is something that we all do to some extent in our everyday life—the need to
modify our behaviour, what we say, and how we do things according to what is
happening around us. Carrying out basic everyday tasks often involves an
element of reflection, such as, when crossing the road—should I go now, if I do
will I be safe, will I have to run, will I make it, do I need to hurry, if I wait will

it be less stressful and less risky. (Beth, 48 years old)
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What people do for themselves is up to them. But we are all citizens of a
society, and thus have responsibilities in our decision making. And we live in
what people call a ‘risk society’ in which ordinary people need expert guidance
about technical issues beyond their understanding: but we still have to make
decisions - voting decisions, health and lifestyle decisions, and we have to have

the equipment to make those decisions as well as we can. (Ron, 60 years old)

To some extent, as humans we are curious, but benefit from the social context
we create. Encouraging people to inhabit an environment which promotes
thinking and reflection can achieve this. But it requires commitment and hard

work, at least for me. (John, 59 years old)

8.5.2 Analysis phase 2—unusual cases

In this study, there did not appear to be any unusual cases in terms of the questionnaire
responses. One participant’s responses at milestone 2 indicated that he was annoyed at the
questions he was being asked to answer and, as a result, his answers were curt and cynical.
However, the researcher valued his responses overall and decided to include this data in the

study.

None of the participants in this study held a conception of reflection as transformation. In
contrast to Study 2, no one in Study 3 seemed to be passionate when speaking about
reflection and they didn’t share any experiences of how reflection had changed their lives.

This phenomenon is discussed as a key theme later in the chapter.
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8.5.3 Analysis phase 3—differences between distance learners’ conceptions at level 1
(Study 2, milestone 1) and at postgraduate study
Table 8.6 shows the frequency distribution of conceptions for level 1 undergraduate

participants and for postgraduate participants.
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Table 8.6: Frequency distribution of participants’ conceptions of reflection at level 1

undergraduate study and at postgraduate study

Level 1 participants Postgraduate participants
(at milestone 1) (at milestone 1)
Categories of description Frequency Frequency Frequency Frequency
(N=31) (%) (N=12) (%)

Reflection as a human trait 0 0 0 0
Reflection as a thinking process 3 9 0 0
Reflection as self-evaluation 5 16 2 17
Reflection as a learning tool 11 34 2 17
Reflection as personal development 6 19 2 17
Reflection as a way to experience the world 4 13 6 50
Reflection as transformation 3 9 0 0
Total 31 100 12 100

The postgraduate participants’ conceptions are distributed across fewer categories of
description than those held by level 1 participants. Additionally, there is an obvious peak in
the distribution of postgraduate conceptions, which relates to the conception of reflection as

a way to experience the world. Figure 8.1 displays these data as a line chart.
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Figure 8.1: Frequency distribution of participants’ conceptions of reflection at level 1

undergraduate study (at milestone 1) and at postgraduate study

Visually, there appears to be a trend toward postgraduate participants holding more

sophisticated conceptions of reflection. And, using statistical analysis, the mean ranks of

each group indicate a possible trend toward higher order conceptions in the postgraduate

group (see Table 8.7).
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Since the observations are being treated as being measured on an ordinal scale, the
appropriate statistical test to compare the two groups is the Mann-Whitney test, which

ranks the observations from lowest to highest and compares the mean ranks.

Table 8.7: Mean ranks for level 1 undergraduate and postgraduate participants’

conceptions of reflection (SPSS output from Mann-Whitney Test)

Group N Mean Rank

Level 1 31 2042

Postgraduate 12 26.08

The test statistic (Z = -1.358) does not fall within the rejection regions (Z < -1.96 and Z >
1.96) (Siegel & Castellan, Jr., 1988, p. 140). Therefore, the difference between the
conceptions held by these two groups is not statistically significanf. This outcome might be
due to the size of the sample, especially in the case of the postgraduate students. However,

it might also be the result of there being no genuine difference.
Phenomenographically speaking, the difference between the conceptions held by these two

groups may be more obvious in the patterns of variation between the categories of

description. Notable differences are the frequencies of participants holding a conception of
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reflection as a way to experience the world and of reflection as transformation. Each of

these is discussed in the fourth phase of analysis.

8.5.4 Analysis phase 4—key themes and factors for variation
The data from Study 3 suggested that half of the participants on this particular postgraduate
module considered reflection to be very important as a way to experience—or live in—the
world. This is depicted as the high purple peak in Figure 8.1. Many of the participants in
this study were experienced professionals who had been exposed to reflection in learning
contexts previously. The exception to this was one participant who had worked as a
mathematician. She remarked that she found the reflective parts of the first assignment
challenging. The following extract is from the researcher’s field notes.

Extract 1:

As a mathematician, Brenda struggled slightly with the idea of writing an

essay (she wasn't used to this way of doing things). She appreciated the

humour on the forums but was surprised that she was the only one not from

a social sciences background. The reflective aspects weren’t difficult for her

but she found it challenging to reflect on the linking of theory to practice.

The different backgrounds and experiences of this group have probably informed their
conceptions of reflection. So, it is not surprising that the group held fairly high order
conceptions of reflection. Yet, Brenda, who is mentioned in Extract 1, held a conception of

reflection as a learning tool. In comparison to the conceptions held by others in the group,
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this may seem a naive notion. Yet, in light of her limited experience with reflection, it made

sense.

Intérestingly, none of the participants in Study 3 held a conception of reflection as
transformation. Several factors may have influenced this phenonemon. First, there was
some evidence that the participants’ views of reflection were based on their roles as
teachers, or in this case, as facilitators of reflection. Their responses showed empathy with
their own students. Extracts 2 and 3 are from the researcher’s field notes:
Extract 2:
She [Mary] took a very systematic approach to writing the essay, despite
having only one day to do it (in the end). She realised she should take the
advice she gives her own students and now realises that it can be quite

difficult being a distance learner.

Extract 3:

Zebi was not pleased with her performance on the TMA so her responses
reflected that. She wished she'd had more time to work on the TMA and felt
she was now more aware of some of the pressures her own students must face

in trying to complete an assignment and reflect on their progress.

This notion is indicative of the findings of Study 2, where the participants were considering

reflection from particular positions. The participants in Study 3 were enrolled on a
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postgraduate module that worked to reflect on and validate their own teaching practice. It is
not unusual that the participants would position themselves as teachers when addressing
these questions. Indeed, this finding partially corroborates two of the findings from Study
2:
1. Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection may be based on their own positioning.
2. Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection may be influenced by the design and

content of particular modules.

However, it is not clear how far this particular finding may go toward explaining the
absence of transformative conceptions of reflection in the postgraduate group. In Study 2,
the participants who held a conception of reflection as transformation talked about
reflection as being life-changing or about reflection as a tool for taking control of your life.
In Study 3, the participants were able to conceptualise reflection as being important for
society but they did not seem to articulate any views on how reflection had impacted their

own lives, at least not to the extent that was evidenced in Study 2.

There were examples where the participants in Study 3 explained reflection in
transformative terms.

No reflection, no learning. No learning, no change. (Jason, 50 years old)
However, responses to the rest of Jason’s survey questions did not seem to indicate that he
actually held a conception of reflection as transformation even though he may recognise

this potential. In fact, Jason was a tutor on a reflective learning module and said he had
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‘experience and interest’ in reflective practice. He saw reflection as ‘pretty darned
important’ and felt that students can learn to be more reflective, since his own students
benefited from the module he taught. In the second questionnaire, when given an
opportunity to talk about how reflection may or-may not have helped him as a student,
Jason responded in curt sentences:

It was okay.

I felt comfortable doing this.

If you want a fuller answer, you can read the TMA [the assignment].

There were other instances where participants in Study 3 offered short responses when
asked about their own experiences in writing the reflective essay for the first assignment.
No big deal. Done it before. (Ron, 60 years old)
This is what I expected from this module. (Mary, 57 years old)

I found this a bit challenging and somewhat indulgent. (Susan, 45 years old)

Participants in Study 2 who held a transformative conception of reflection were passionate
and almost evangelical about the power of reflection in their own lives. This stands in
contrast to the responses from most of the postgraduate students in Study 3. It seems
plausible, then, to consider reflection as something that can become so ingrained in our
thoughts and behaviour that the novelty of its supposed inherent personal power can fade.

Rather than talking about reflection as transformation, in Study 3, participants who
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considered themselves as ‘fairly experienced reflector[s]’ (e.g. Ron), appeared to have
defaulted to an enlightened social view of reflection.
It is important to reflect and discuss the challenges that face society at any

given time. (Margaret, 46 years old)

I see that it [reflection] as a form of self-actualisation and enables you to see
the bigger picture, understand it, anticipate situations/ outcomes and move (i.e.

improve) in the next instance. Gives a more rounded view on the world.

(Sarah, 57 years old)

Finally, the percentage frequency of conceptions in the data from milestone 1 and milestone
4 in Study 2 showed a relatively wide span as compared to the percentage frequency
distribution of conceptions from Study 3. This could be explained, perhaps, by the range of
experiences—education, workplace, life—of the participants. For example, as stated earlier
in this discussion, most of the participants in Study 3 had a strong background in reflective
practice, or at least in teaching reflective practice. Seemingly, it is through this lens that
these participants conceptualised reflection. However, for participants on Study 2, the
experiences with active reflection in various parts of their biographies is limited. Their
understanding of reflection and of themselves of reflective learners may be realised more
fully as they position themselves as university students, where they are being asked to
reflect on their progress or to write a reflective essay, for example. This could explain the

range of conceptions held by this group and could work toward understanding the
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realisation of the transformative power of reflection as they relate to their new perspective

as a university student.

8.6 Limitations of Study 3

The data in this study was limited to distance learners on a particular postgraduate module.
While this sample was chosen for clear reasons, as described at the beginning of this
chapter, the findings may not be representative of all distance learners in postgraduate
study. Participants in this study were teacher-practitioners who were Associate Lecturers
for The Open University. This module was designed for these practitioners to reflect on and
to validate their own teaching practice. So, not only would the findings not necessarily
represent the wider population of postgraduate distance learners, but they might only
represent the perceptions and experiences of a quite narrow group of learners. Chapter 9
discusses the limitations of this thesis research in greater breadth and depth. However, it is
pertinent to acknowledge that Study 3 would benefit from corroborative studies of a range

of distance learners on a range of postgraduate modules.
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8.7 Chapter conclusions

The analysis of data from this study offered the following findings and key points.

1.

Distance learners on this particular postgraduate module did not necessarily hold
more sophisticated conceptions of reflection than distance learners on level 1
undergraduate modules.

Unlike distance learners on level 1 modules, distance learners on this postgraduate
module did not conceptualise reflection as transformation.

Half of the distance learners on this particular module conceptualised reflection as a
way to experience the world.

Reflection as a way to experience the world may be a default, yet enlightened,
notion of reflection among this particular group of participants.

The personal transformative power of reflection may be something that, once
ingrained in one’s thinking and doing, may be difficult to articulate.

As with Study 2, the participants’ perspectives of themselves influenced their
conceptions of reflection.

Also as with Study 2, the participants’ conceptions of reflection may be influenced

by the design and content of particular modules they have taken.
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Chapter 9: Discussion of findings and conclusions

9.1 Introduction

The previous section of this thesis reported on Studies 1, 2 and 3. These studies addressed
research questions 1, 2 and 3 respectively. Chapter 9 recapitulates and discusses the
ﬁndings from each study. This chapter also reflects on the thesis in a holistic way, drawing
together some of the key themes from the research, looking at the limitations of each study
and offering a set of conclusions. Some ideas for further research are outlined in this

chapter. Chapter 9 concludes by reflecting on the research journey.

9.2 Findings from Study 1
The purpose of Study 1 was to address research question 1: What are distance learners’

conceptions of reflection?
Findings from this study offered seven qualitatively different ways in which tertiary

distance learners conceptualise reflection. Table 9.1 repeats distance learners’ conceptions

of reflection from Chapter 7.
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Table 9.1: Distance learners’ conceptions of reflection in higher education (repeated

from Chapter 7)

1. Reflection is a human trait.

2. Reflection is a thinking process.

3. Reflection is self-evaluation.

4. Reflection is a learning tool.

5. Reflection is for personal development

6. Reflection is a way to experience the world.

7. Reflection is transformation.

These seven conceptions formed a logical hierarchy, where the higher conceptions
subsumed the lower conceptions. This hierarchy was depicted as Figure 6.2 previously in
this thesis but is included again here for convenient reference (see Figure 9.1). As this was
a phenomenographic study, the focus was on discerning between the conceptions. This was

achieved by investigating the variance between each category of description.

270



7. Reflectionis
ransformation.
6. Reflection’is
away to
experience the
. world.
‘5. Reflection o
is for personal ,
development A deeper
4 Reflecti understanding
4. Rrelleciion of the world
is.:a’!ea;ning ; Personal leads ’[0 a
o tool: ] development change in
3.».8eﬂect10n o happens in the social-action
s self-- context of orpergonal
B ; evaluation. ‘Learhings society through behaviour.
2. Reftection incorporated adeeper |
isa thlnkmg into'an :2understanding
process. Seff- ongoing plan of the world.:
1. Reflection eveluationis | forone'sown |
‘is atrait. carried outin | ‘development.
o i order to "
d Thl'“k'ﬂ_g.., improve .
 —
levelops Into future
Lo performance.
-assessment
of personal |—— |
performance.
R

Figure 9.1: Variation between categories of description (repeated from Chapter 6)

Participants perceived there to be certain factors which influenced a student’s opportunities
to reflect. Several participants expressed their belief that people with more time on their
hands had more time to reflect. Some participants remarked that they believed older people
or people with more life experience were more reflective individuals. Others offered their
belief that people who have more experience of reflection, either in work or learning, are

more reflective.
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9.3 Discussion of findings from Study 1

The set of seven conceptions of reflection offers a clear response to research question 1.
These conceptions represent the ways this particular group of participants expréssed their
ideas about reflection for this study. If this study were carried out with students from
campus-based institutions, would these seven conceptions emerge from the findings? It is
reasonable to assume that some of these conceptions would emerge if the study were
replicated using other groups of students. And, as noted later in this chapter, further testing

of this framework would benefit the findings of this thesis.

Chapter 2 presented studies that tested and built on the findings from Silj6é’s (1979b) set of
five conceptions of learning. For example, van Rossum and Schenk (1984) were able to use
S&lj6’s framework to classify the students in their study as holding one of five conceptions.
Also, Martin and Ramsden’s (1987) study used Siljo’s five conceptions to determine
whether there was a relationship between conceptions of learning and academic
performance. However, Marton et al. (1993) proposed a sixth conception of learning as
personal growth. And, van Rossum and Hamer (2010) reported a sixth conception of

learning as ‘growing self awareness’ (p. 25).
Further testing of the seven conceptions of reflection found in Study 1 would help to

confirm the usefulness of this framework in understanding tertiary distance learners.

Similar, subsequent studies may discover additional conceptions, as in the case of Marton
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et al. Most certainly, further testing will help to delineate even more clearly the differences

between these seven conceptions of reflection.

As noted in Chapter 6, the conception of reflection as a trait (conception 1) is problematic.
Theoretically, these conceptions are separate categories albeit they contain the features of
the previous categories. This would mean that the conception of reflection as a learning tool
(conception 4) includes the notion that reflection is a human trait (conception 1). This is
contradictory: the notion that reflection is only possible for those who are naturally

reflective conflicts with the notion that reflection is a skill that can be taught.

Figure 9.1 explains the differences between each conception but without longitudinal data,
it cannot reflect a developmental scheme. So, it is only when considering the potential for
this framework to be developmental that the conception of reflection as a trait becomes
problematic. One consideration is whether the notion of reflection as a trait is better placed
as a nondevelopmental category. This would imply that learners who hold this conception

of reflection are constrained in their development of reflective skills.

Finally, it was interesting to find that the participants in Study 1 perceived there to be
certain factors that aid reflection: time to reflect, life experience on which to reflect and
exposure to reflective tasks. Walker (1985), when reflecting on the time that students put
into building reflective portfolios, remarked that students often overlook how important the

‘time’ factor really is. Thorpe (1993) referred to the need for teachers to give time and
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space to their students for reflection. Barnett (1994) also noted that reflection requires time

to think.

Moon’s (1999) conditions for reflection, as outlined in Chapter 2, included the need for
time and space to reflect. Moon’s other conditions for reflection included ‘quality of task’,
which noted the importance of well-structured reflective tasks and the need for reflection
on previous learning. Arguably the latter could also be linked to life experience. Merriam,
Caffarella and Baumgartner (2007) suggested that reflectivity is age-related and that adult

learners look to higher education as a way to reflect on life experiences.

9.4 Findings from Study 2

The purpose of Study 2 was to address research question 2: To what_extent do distance
learners’ conceptions of reflection change during their higher education experience? This
study also tested the conceptions of reflection framework from Study 1 in as much as it was

possible to assign each of the participants to a pre-established category of description.

The findings from Study 2 showed that distance learners’ conceptions of reflection can
change during their level 1 undergraduate experience. Most of the participants held a
different conception of reflection at the end of their level 1 module than they held at the
beginning of the module. In most of these cases, the shift was toward a higher conception
of reflection, although whether the movement was a result of genuine development is

unclear. Some of these issues are discussed in this section.
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Data from Study 2 suggested that one of the factors for changing conceptions was the
students’ repositioning from a nonstudent to a university student. Another factor for
changing conceptions seemed to be based on the design and content of the particular

modules on which they were enrolled.

Study 2 findings showed that the participants perceived time and age as important
conditions for reflection. The findings also intimated the importance of the reflective task,

the tutor’s feedback and the role of other students in facilitating reflection.

9.5 Discussion of findings from Study 2
It was interesting to see that most of the participants’ conceptions of reflection developed
during their level 1 undergraduate experience. This finding provides an answer to research

question 2 and suggests that higher education plays a role in developing reflective thinkers.

Study 2 helped to test the findings from Study 1 in as much as the participants’ conceptions
in Study 2 were assigned to one of the seven conceptions of reflection already proposed.
Interestingly, in Study 2, no one held a conception of reflection as a trait. The idea
expressed earlier in this chapter—that this conception may not actually be a conception but
rather a constraining factor in development—may be plausible. Further testing of the model

may offer an answer.
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At the beginning of the module, the conception of reflection as a learning tool was the most
commonly held notion. At the end of the module, the conception of reflection as
transformation was most common. In fact, the passion behind some of these participants’
views on reflection at the end of the module was remarkable. However, this raises the
question of: If distance learners’ conceptions of reflection have developed to the highest

order notion after their level 1 module, where is there room to develop further?

Cleave-Hogg’s (1996) study may shed light on tflis question. As explained in Chapter 3,
Cleave-Hogg’s study aimed to understand how older students approached and dealt with
formal learning. Using Perry’s scheme for intellectual and ethical development (see
Chapter 2), Cleave-Hogg showed the differences and similarities in how older students
related to each of Perry’s positions. The data suggested there were three additional
‘Commitments’ among older students that were not evident in Perry’s original work. These
positions included a commitment to personal leaming, a commitment based on life

experience and a commitment to social values.

Indeed, there is research to support the notion that mature learners may have personal
reasons for participating in higher education. In their study of undergraduate Social Science
students, Morgan, Gibbs and Taylor (1981) proposed two intrinsic orientations among new
Open University students. Those with an ‘academic intrinsic’ orientation focused on
learning as a way of understanding the subject matter whereas those with a ‘personal

intrinsic’ orientation to learning focused on ‘changing as a person’ (p. 13). Although

276



Morgan et al. did not quantify their participants according to these orientations, a more
recent report showed that 29% of undergraduate students at The Open University cited
personal development as their main motivation for studying (Nathan & Young, 2013). That
said, students may have a difficult time rationalising their motivation for attending
university depending on their conception of personal development and on their expectations
of higher education. Ashby, Richardson and Woodley (2011) reported findings that
indicated Open University students, when evaluating their course experience, do not
necessarily produce valid data. When presented with questions about personal development
(i.e. confidence, communication and problem solving), some students responded ‘Neither
agree nor disagree’. However, during the follow-up interviews with these participants, it
became clearer that these particular students did not rank these aspects of university study
very highly (if at all) and therefore, should have responded ‘Not applicable’. Ashby et al.
suggested that the reasoning behind Open University students’ responses to such survey
questions may be related to a ‘complex and varied background’ (p. 20).

On the other hand, many students felt that personal development was not the

aim of their courses, either because, as adults, they had already experienced

personal development or because it was not appropriate for them to expect to

develop as people through distance education. (Ashby et al., 2011, p. 21)
It is relevant to consider distance learners’ conceptions of personal development and their
expectations of higher education in influencing their growth. Further work in this area may
offer important insight into Cleave-Hogg’s framework and may enhance the model of

reflection proposed in this thesis.
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Cleave-Hogg’s study, however, is an example of where, through further research, a more
detailed understanding of a particular developmental position was achieved. With these
findings in mind, it may be possible that the conceptual category of reflection as
transformation may, within itself, offer room to move. In other words, are there varying

conceptual levels of reflection as transformation?

Another way to consider the room-to-move question is this: Do these conceptions of
reflection represent thresholds that, once crossed, cannot be revisited? Indeed holding a
higher order conception of reflection implies that one also understands the lower ways of
considering reflection. However, can holding a higher order conception restrict a learner
from orientating to a more basic reflective approach, when it is more appropriate to do so?

Answers to these sorts of questions may be interesting foci for further research.

Findings from Study 1 showed that a student’s new position may be an influencing factor in
their conceptual development. One way to consider repositioning is in terms of discourse.
‘To speak at all is to speak from a position’ (Wetherell, 2007, p. 23). A new identity of
being a university student and the rhetoric around reflection surely offers students a new
position from which to speak. In Chapter 4, Marton’s (1986) notion of a ‘relevance
structure’ was discussed. Participants choose the ‘dimensions of the question’ they want to

answer and doing so exposes their own sense of what is relevant for a particular context (p.

42).
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Another way to consider repositioning is as ‘self-authorship’, the ability to develop one’s
own beliefs (Baxter Magolda, 1998, p. 41). Self-authorship requires a sense of identity that,
in the case of these participants, may come from their involvement in higher education.
Baxter Magolda explained that self-authorship is a way to make meaning of one’s

experiences through questioning assumptions and through relationships with other people.

In terms of epistemological repositioning, van Rossum and Hamer (2010) found that a more
student-centred curriculum promoted epistemological development among the learners.
Pedagogically speaking, one concern is that students and teachers will hold different
epistemological positions. This may lead to ‘destructive friction’ (Vermunt & Verloop,
1999, p. 270), where students are not able to assimilate the strategies proffered by the
teacher. Van Rossum and Hamer argued that, while it is important to promote reflective
thinking in higher education, it is also important that teachers hold sophisticated

epistemological positions.

Findings from Study 2 showed that students perceive time and life experience to be
important factors in aiding reflection. Such findings corroborate key themes from Study 1.
Study 2 also found that students perceived the task, the tutor’s feedback and input from
other students as contributing factors to their own reflection. As noted earlier in this
chapter, Moon (1999) included several conditions for reflection regarding the ‘quality of
task’. Literature strongly suggests that the role of the tutor is an important feature of

reflection and development (e.g. Brockbank & McGill, 1998). Schon’s (1987) ladder of
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reflection, for example, proposes a dialogue between a student and a coach. Findings from
Thorpe’s (2000) study called for a clearly communicated rationale for reflection and for
teaching staff to have expertise in providing effective feedback in order for students to
engage with reflective activities. Studies on conceptual change reviewed in the first section
of Chapter 3 highlighted the impact of other students in eliciting reflective thinking.
Hershkowitz and Schwartz (1999) found that a small group’s reflections on a problem can

help to formulate alternative hypotheses.

9.6 Findings from Study 3

The purpose of Study 3 was to address research question 3: To what extent do distance
learners with more experience of higher education hold different conceptions of reflection
from distance learners with less experience of higher education? Again, Study 3 offered an
opportunity to use the seven conceptions of reflection as found in Study 1. It was possible

to apply the categories of description delineated in Study 1 to the participants in Study 3.

Findings from Study 3 suggest that the participants in this study (postgraduates) held
different conceptions of reflection than the participants in Study 2 (level 1 undergraduate).
However, the conceptions held by the postgraduates were not necessarily more
sophisticated, at least not in terms of the framework being used. This finding provides an

answer to research question 3, albeit not a conclusive one.
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There was evidence from Study 3 to suggest that the student’s position influences their
conception of reflection. Also, like Study 2, data suggested that the design and content of

the module can effect a student’s conception of reflection.

9.7 Discussion of findings from Study 3

The frequency distribution of conceptions of reflection was noticeably different between
the postgraduate group (Study 3) and the undergraduate group (Study 2). None of the
participants in the postgraduate group held a conception of reflection as a trait or as a
thinking process. As these are proposed as the most basic conceptions, it may seem—at a
glance—that the postgraduate group held a more sophisticated set of conceptions than the
undergraduate group. However, the problem with this conclusion is that none of the

participants in the postgraduate group held a conception of reflection as transformation.

The most common conception of reflection was as a way to experience the world.
Interestingly, Cleave-Hogg’s highest commitment among older students was toward social
values. But, considering the passion with which level 1 undergraduates spoke of the
transformative power of reflection, the findings from Study 3 raise the question: Is the
conception of reflection as transformation really the highest notion of the phenomenon? Or,

is the conception of reflection as a way to experience the world the most developed view?

The variation between these two conceptions, as outlined in the findings from Study 1, may

be interesting to re-investigate. Perhaps there are clues in the data that point to a decoy
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within the upper echelons of the hierarchy. Maybe a social view really is the ultimate
conception. Certainly, there is literature to suggest that students with more experience in
education will have more sophisticated epistemological beliefs (Schommer, 1990) and will
be more reflective (Kember et al., 2000). So, maybe the answer lies elsewhere.

One answer may lie in Wellington and Austin’s (1996) work on orientations to reflective
practice, as explained in Chapter 2. Wellington and Austin claimed that ‘for many
practitioners reflection is tacit’ (p. 313). Tacit knowledge is so ingrained within us that it is
difficult to share (Polanyi, 1966; Argyris, 1990).

Personal knowledge is so thoroughly grounded in experience that it cannot

be expressed in its fullness. (Hovarth, 1999, p. ix)

Participants in Study 3 were more experienced tertiary learners. They were also students on
a particular module relating to professional practice. The notion of tacit knowledge may
offer insight into why the findings did not show this group as having transformative
conceptions of reflection. It is likely that this group held quite sophisticated notions of
reflection, owing to their professional status and their experience of higher education. Yet,
their ways of knowing ‘reflection’ may have become tacit over time. In contrast,
participants in Study 2, who have recently come to know the power of reflection, cannot

contain their enthusiam.
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9.8 Limitations of each study

Schon’s (1983) work on The Reflective Practitioner has been criticised for being
unreflective. Usher et al. (1997) argued that Schon did not ‘interrogate his own method’
and that he failed to reflect on his own text (pp. 149-150). Regardless of whether this is a
valid critique of Schon, it seems prudent to take a reflective view of the research and
findings of this thesis. This rest of this chapter reflects on the research for this thesis by
discussing limitations of each study, conclusions from this thesis, ideas for further research

and the researcher’s own reflections on her experiences.

9.8.1 Limitations of Study 1

One limitation of Study 1 may be the method of data collection. As explained in Chapter 6,
an open-ended postal questionnaire was used to collect data for Study 1. It was reasoned
that a postal questionnaire would be able to capture data from a geographical distributed
sample. This method was also a more efficient use of resources than, say, travelling to
interview 50 participants. Also, the participants’ written responses provided an easily

accessible corpus for data analysis.

Phenomenographic data collection benefits from methods that elicit descriptive accounts of
participants’ ideas and experiences. Questions need to probe the individual’s understanding
(Booth, 1997). And, for some phenomenographic studies, the ordering of the questions is

important (e.g. Séljo, 1979a, 1979b).
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Using an open-ended postal questionnaire limits the researcher’s ability to probe
participants’ understandings. The researcher cannot control the order in which the
participants consider the questions in a postal questionnaire, as would be possible in an

online questionnaire or in an interview.

That said, there are examples of phenomenographic studies that did not involve a probing
interview protocol. Watkins and Regmi (1992) asked 333 Nepalése students to provide a
response (in English) to the open-ended question “What do you mean by learning?’ In their
report, Watkins and Regmi do not mention a dialogical approach. They analysed the data

based on the participants’ response to this single question.

There are examples of phenomenographic studies that collected written responses from
participants through the use of open-ended questionnaires. Van Rossum and Taylor’s
(1987) study used open-ended questionnaires to investigate the relationships between

conceptions of learning and good teaching.

Another limitation of Study 1 may be the sample size. This is a possible limitation of all of
the studies in this thesis. Chapter 6 reported a relatively low rate of response (12.5%) for
the open-ended postal questionnaire. While a larger sample could have offered more data
from which to shape and sharpened the categories of description, it is possible to carry out

phenomenographic studies with relatively small groups of participants. As noted in Chapter
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5, Trigwell and Richardson (2003, p. 41) explained that for phenomenographic research the

sample size is typically small (e.g. N=30).

9.8.2 Limitations of Study 2

As with Study 1, one limitation of Study 2 may be the sample size. Again the response rate
was relatively low (12.4%), with an even lower participation rate (7.2%). However, a low
response rate was to be expected considering the participants were asked to commit to a
longitudinal study that, in some cases, could require their involvement over a nine month

period.

Another limitation of Study 2 may be the relatively small subset of CPD122 and BS121
students compared to the number of SS101 students involved in the study. One of the
findings showed that the design and content of a particular module on which a student is
enrolled could influence their changing conceptions of reflection. Some examples of this
phenomenon were discussed in Chapter 7. Perhaps with additional students from CPD122
and BS121, there would have been additional evidence to support this finding. However, in
needing to garner additional participants after an initial phase of recruiting, it was

appropriate to sample additional SS101 students as this population is so large.
Various modes of interviewing (i.e. face-to-face, telephone, email) were used to collect data

for Study 2. A limitation of Study 2 may be the use of email interviewing as this can seem

less dialogical than face-to-face or telephone interviewing. However, this possible
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limitation was addressed through a careful approach to probing responses and by

maintaining a friendly, approachable rapport with the participants through email

correspondence (see Appendix 17).

9.8.3 Limitations of Study 3

Some of the limitations of Study 3 were already discussed in Chapter 8 because it seemed
relevant to raise certain points within the immediate context of the report. Another
limitation associated with Study 3 may be the size of the sample and the method of data
collection. The sample size was smaller than either of the other two studies (N=12).
Although phenomenographic studies can be carried out with samples of this size, it would
be prudent to corroborate the findings from Study 3 by replicating the research with larger

cohorts of postgraduate distance learners.

The data were collected through an open-ended online questionnaire. As with Study 2, the
limitations of this method of data collection included a loss of control in probing the
participants’ accounts. However, the questions were worded in a way that encouraged
experiences, ideas and explanations. One advantage of an online questionnaire is that it can
be designed to preserve the order of the questions. The participants for this study only
viewed one question at a time, unlike the postal questionnaire used in Study 1, where there

was no control over the order in which the participants considered the questions.
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9.8.4 Limitations of cultural scope

This section has raised some possible limitations of each study. From a holistic view, this
thesis was limited to students enrolled in a UK university and therefore did not consider the
cultural value of reflection. Watkins and Regmi (1992) studied the universality of
conceptions of learning using data collected from Nepalese students. Their findings
supported the view that one set of conceptions would not necessarily be relevant across
cultures. Mugler and Landbeck (1997) researched student learning in the South Pacific.
They found that, although similar conceptions of learning are shown across some cultures,
there are culturally preferred learning styles and strategies and that these are situated within
the institutional culture of a student’s schooling. Indeed a socio-cultural view of reflection
may be a point for further consideration, both in terms of cross-cultural relevance but also
in illuminating the ways in which cultural artefacts are used to mediate the process of

reflective learning.

9.9 Implications for practitioners

Findings from the three studies in this thesis offered a set of seven qualitatively different
ways that tertiary distance learners conceptualise reflection. During their level 1
undergraduate experience, distance learners’ conceptions of reflection can change.
Evidence suggested that this change in conceptions is generally toward a more
sophisticated way of knowing. Distance learners with more experience of higher education

appeared to hold different conceptions from those with less experience of higher education.
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However, these findings were not conclusive as to whether these conceptions were more

sophisticated.

In addition to the limitations set out in the previous section, it is important to note that the
proposed outcome space of seven conceptions of reflection represents a limitation of the
research. These seven categories and the proposed relationships between and among them
participants’ responses were most likely shaped by a range of other factors, some of which
have been theorised in Chapter 6. The students’ own positioning as a tertiary learner, the
nature of the reflective tasks and other assessments, the role of other people and the
personal learning contexts may well have influenced these conceptions. Furthermore, the
notion of reflecting in online social spaces, such as in a virtual learning environment, can
present students with a host of problems. Ross (2011), when discussing the pressures of
reflecting online, noted that the confessional nature of online blogging, the need to ‘prove
one’s authenticity’ and the risk of ‘too much disclosure’ are necessary aspects for educators
to consider.

In particular, online reflection in higher education requires a new orientation

towards authenticity that takes account of issues of power, identity and

disclosure in the online context. (Ross, 2011, p. 13).

Considering these findings, several conclusions can be proposed. First, understanding the

different ways that tertiary distance learners conceptualise reflection offers additional
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insight for educators, course designers and higher education institutions. As reflective
activities are becoming more prevalent in course designs, learners’ conceptions of
reflection are important to consider. Literature reviewed in this thesis explained the link
between students’ conceptions of learning and their approaches to learning. So, it is
plausible that students’ conceptions of reflection will influence their approaches to
reflection and to learning more generally. Thorpe (1995), for example, found that the
majority of distance learners in her study were able to see how reflective activities had

supported ‘new awareness of and approaches to their own learning’ (p. 165).

Second, educators and higher education institutions need to understand the learner’s
perspective in order to shape pedagogical strategies and institutional approaches toward
developing reflective learners. Kuhn (1991) argued that the most ‘central mission’ of
education is ‘to teach students to think’ (p. 5). Schommer (1990) intimated that higher
education is influential in developing more sophisticated beliefs about knowledge. Several
have suggested that the development of reflective practitioners should be one of the chief
aims of higher education (Barnett, 1992; Lucas & Tan, 2013). In light of these views on
education as the catalyst for reflective thinking, the framework proposed in Study 1

(Chapter 6) is very relevant.

Barnett (1994) referred to educators in higher education as ‘knowledge-mongers’, meaning

the decision as to what aspects of knowledge to present to their learners and the way these

aspects are presented is the responsibility of the university tutor. Barnett claimed that this
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responsibility raises the question of whether this knowledge is offered as an absolute way
of knowing or whether students are being encouraged to develop their own epistemological
positions. These are important considerations for higher education institutions if an aim of

higher learning is to develop reflective thinkers.

Baxter Magolda (1999) suggested a ‘constructive-developmental pedagogy’ that is guided
by three principles. First, educators need to validate learners as knowers, recognising their
beliefs and supporting their development. Second, learning should be situated in the
learners’ own experiences. Third, learning happens through active meaning making

between students, peers and teachers.

The outcome space of seven conceptions of reflection offers educators a starting point to
‘validate learners as knowers’, as Baxter Magolda proposed. With such a framework in
mind, teachers can work to understand their students’ epistemological beliefs, including
individuals’ conceptions of reflection. Specific learning activities or situations can be
constructed to enhance students’ understandings of reflection and to encourage students to
develop their own belief systerhs. The framework, as presented in this thesis, proposes a
hierarchy that can be used by students and teachers to measure movement toward more
sophisticated ways of knowing reflection. The framework also offers an artefact on which

tutors, students and other stakeholders can reflect, debate and develop.
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Third, higher education institutions can benefit from harnessing the reflectivity of their
older students. The findings from Studies 1 and 2 suggested that older students and students
with more life experience are more reflective. As the older population increases, and as
more educational opportunities are available to this group, it is important for higher
education institutions to understand the motivations, perspectives and ways of knowing of
older students (Cleave-Hogg, 1996). For example, curricula can be designed around life
experiences and older students can act as mentors to students with less life experience in

helping them to develop their reflective thinking.

Fourth, in the pursuit of developing reflective thinkers, educators can look at strategies that
integrate reflection into life activities. The findings from Studies 1 and 2 suggested that
reflection is easier for those who have more time available to reflect. Reflective activities
can be designed in ways that support an integrated approach to life, learning and reflection.
Chapter 3 of this thesis reported Kuhn’s (1991) suggestion that schools and universities
should design learning experiences that ‘optimize the development of argumentative skills’
(p. 291). Kuhn’s research dealt with people’s thinking about everyday matters. Perhaps, this

‘everyday’ notion could be considered when building reflection into our busy lives.

Fifth, educators should be interested in unlocking tacitly held knowledge. The findings
from Study 3 suggested that none of the postgraduate students who participated in the study
held the belief that reflection is transformative. One idea that was proposed when

discussing this finding was the notion of tacit knowledge (see Chapter 8). Perhaps students
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with more experience of higher education have such an ingrained conception of reflection
that it is difficult to articulate their beliefs. Boud et al. (1985) argued that reflection is a
subconscious activity and it is not possible to learn from and understand our reflective
thinking unless these activities are made explicit. An important question for educators is:

How can we help make students’ tacitly held beliefs about reflection explicit?

Finally, educators in higher education need to hold sophisticated epistemological beliefs
and they need to be sensitive to the demands they place on students with less developed
beliefs. Although findings from this study did not specifically suggest this idea, it was
discussed earlier in this chapter that a mis-match in epistemological beliefs between
teachers and students can constrain a learner’s development.
When students perceive that the educational environment does not always
support high intellectual endeavours but rather hinders the learning processes, it
behooves all members of an institution to address the issue. (Cleave-Hogg,

1996, p. 248)

9.10 Ideas for further research

The findings from this thesis have paved a route toward further testing of the conceptions
of reflection framework. More phenomenographic research needs to be done to refine the
set of conceptions and to test the framework by applying it to different groups of distance

learners. From the conclusions outlined in this chapter, it may be interesting to explore the
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differences in conceptions of reflection held by older students and those held by younger

learners.

Additional longitudinal research on changing conceptions of reflection in tertiary distance
education is needed to determine the potential for the conceptions of reflection framework
to work as a developmental scheme. Research that links this development to existing
models of epistemological development will strengthen the connection between these two
areas of research. This would explore the conclusion made in this chapter that higher

education institutions should focus on developing reflective thinkers.

Chapter 3 of this thesis highlighted the pervasiveness of cognitive conflict in models of
conceptual change and epistemological development. It was proposed that this thesis should
investigate points at which learners experience cognitive conflict. However, the design of
the studies was not conducive to examining the data this way. Future research, however,
could be designed to pinpoint these occurrences. Isolating these points of conflict could

yield interesting insight into what happens at these important points of development.

Using a quantitative approach to investigate distance learners’ conceptions of reflection
would provide a further way to test the conceptions of reflection framework. It would also
allow larger samples to participate in the research. The development of an instrument to
measure conceptions of reflection (somewhat like Kember et al.’s 2000 study) would offer

an opportunity to carry out a factor analysis. This type of analysis could determine whether
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there is in fact a correlation between particular conceptions of reflection and variables such

as age, experience in higher education, free time and epistemological beliefs.

The previous section identified the need for educators with sophisticated epistemological
beliefs. It would be interesting to compare distance tutors’ ways of knowing and their
conceptions of reflection to those of their students. Particularly if calling for pedagogical
and epistemological change within higher education as Barnett (1994) advised, it would be
relevant to investigate the ways in which educators and higher education institutions embed
epistemological development—including reflective thinking—into the curriculum.
Research evaluating the impact of approaches to teaching such as Baxter Magolda’s notion
of constructive-developmental pedagogy could confirm the extent to which these practices

are effective in distance learning contexts.

9.11 Final thoughts

In researching distance learners’ conceptions of reflection, I found myself on a personal
reflective journey. As explained in Chapter 1, the research questions for this thesis were
born out of a curiosity to learn more about what distance learners think about reflection.
Initially, I was interested in these questions from my perspective as a tertiary distance tutor.
Then, given the opportunity to carry out a formal investigation—by way of my PhD
programme—I was able to reflect on this area of knowledge from a researcher’s point of

view. Now, after several months of compiling this thesis, it seems I am no longer looking at
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this line of inquiry from any particular perspective. Rather, I feel woven into this tapestry

of reflecting, knowing, learning.

It is a good place to be. My pedagogy has benefited from this reflective learning experience
and, as a result, I hope that my learners’ experiences have improved. Chapter 3 of this
thesis outlined Baxter Magolda’s (1992) measure of epistemological reflection model.
Here, she explained that the role of the instructor within the domain of contextual knowing
was to encourage application of knowledge to life experiences, to promote evaluation and
to foster an environment where students and teachers critique each other. Truly, my
teaching practice has flourished by adopting these aims. Ideas for further research, as
outlined in this chapter, are taking shape and are quite exciting to consider. Most
importantly, perhaps, is a heightened awareness of my self-authorship: my identity as a

reflective learner.

It is interesting at the end of this reflective journey to revisit my a priori assumptions (see
Chapter 5). What is most surprising is how my ‘relationship with the phenomenon’ has
changed after having had this research experience. Then, I held such varied, yet specific,
notions of reflection that now seem almost absolutist. Then, I thought of reflection as a tool
that was necessary to achieve something: problem solving, enriching mental models,
personal development, improving society. Now, rather than merely a tool, I understand

reflection as a way of knowing.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Open-ended postal questionnaire for Study 1

Please return completed surveys in the pre-addressed envelope. No postage is necessary.

Survey for Open Unlverslty students

1. When did you bagin studying with the 0U? 2. Would you be willing to pariicipate

{Plezso tick ona.) In a face-to-face Miprview for the
e ] same study at a later dats ?

ﬁ'ﬁ :gf”"g“ O (Ploaso tick ano.)

2.3 years age O Yeaa |

34 yeare 8o O Ne O

4-5 yeare ago O

Hore than Syears ago O

Plaase use tho boxes (o answor each quastion. If you noeed extra paper, please attach A4 It Is
Important to answer the quastions In the ordor thoy aro presented. This exerciss should take
approximatoly 15-20 minutes.

1. How do you go about reflecting on your own leamning (e.g. what procedures
or methods do you use)?

2. What areas of reflective work do you find difficult?
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3. When is reflaction sasy for you?

4. Why are some students more reflective than others?

5. To what extent do you feel reflection is necessary in higher education?

6. What do you actually mean by ‘reflection”?

Thank you very much for helping me with this ressarch. Please return the mmpletad
survey in the ervelops providad. Enjoy your OU studies!
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Appendix 2: Completed pilot study questionnaire from Study 1

Please consider and provided written responses to the following
questions. It might be helpful (for you) to frame the responses in
terms of a recently completed course, such as the MRes programme.

1. How do you go about reflecting on your own learning (e.g. what
procedures or methods do you use)?

- 1o gownad , wrike  e-wmadls | ek Ao
- We & basic fedwunrgue Yual stwts wais~
dosaiprony @ aveur /iRsua L Waw | dealt wibta W ownd

fow we & comds fy quedusmo b5 hatp expre aicavahved

2. What areas of reflective work do you find difficult?
- cLao‘lh,ﬁ MIAA. AU waBED  Views

3. When is reflection easy for you?

Nuww\m»a,m\xzﬁue.mmw

undemid s o&):/wme‘é\mwo

4. Why are some students more reflective than others?
- e le?ou\'e)u\c,e
- bu‘:ﬁ eperr » Q}WQ\ A o Wm

- rRAMNOUMRL bdw vheednive areon, wuol uwdrstd y
5. To what extent do you feel reflection is necessary in higher educafion? Wuod~ #8444

b breowos wore redevond  dixe K%‘&QI&M %\?ﬁr

A ' U caton \evels
ger i g gl

— v prefesd | MW
ks legs rdet feasier wiin u b by appLed
6. What do you actually-mean by ‘reflection”? )f'm % Yo.

Wau \ e 2 :bo vupagc w @ ]
enshcod V«D&j d&':(txud' . amd ey Y‘\o's /(DVLS

b deavwous & view poivto e adoged o
UG M Sl learwivg  pocess O avemdt

Gender (please tick one): Female v Male
Age_(pleasetickone): 20-35 ; 36-60 _N\/_: 50+

Highest level of education completed (please tick one): undergraduate ; master level , doctoral/PhD
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Appendix 3: Application to the Student Research Project Panel (SRPP) for Study 1
[Note: this application originally included inmates as well as other distance learners. Only
the data collected from non-inmates were used in Study 1.]

Cffica Uss Only T
Applization Mos m
Diste recaivad: g
Panding: 1

Approved’Not epprovad

Student Research Project Panel Application Form

The Open University

Ploase note that:

« An application must bo submitted and approved before the start of the proposed research
« The dates of the Working Group mestings and deadlines ars available on the SRPP Intranst:

htipdfiatintranet.coan.ac.uk/rasearchindax. cfm7id=7052

« Prior consultation with the Student Statistics and Survey Team {SSST) (g.isllioftt
Ciroltis@open.ac Ul is advised with regard to the samplke and any othar services (whero
applicabla) befors filling in this form and submitting your application.

For submission and further halp please contact: |JET-SRPP@open.ac.uk

Sectlon One: Applicant Datalls
1. Applicant Details:

Nama: Bothany Alden Telophone: | 07955352120

Email: BA Alden@open.ac.uk Faculty/Unit: | 1ET

2. Research dotails:

Tit}e of Regearch: Inmates’ conceptions of reflection

Target Start Dato: 01/0310 (Please sstimats date if you do not have a definite data)

Target End Date: 3111010

2. Othar Rasearch Personnel
Please give detalls of all other parecnnel assoclated with the research — don't forgat if you are an AL you
will require 8 sponsor.

Name: Faculiy/Unit’Agency/Sponsor:

Professor John Richardson 1ET (Research Supervisor)

Dr. Linda Price {ET (Research Supervison}

Page 1of8 For intemnal use only - all data © The Open University
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3. Consultation with other OU staff over rezearch.

Pleass indicate whather the research involves the following and whom you have contacted. # your
resaarch involves specific courses we would expect you to have discussed the reseamch with the
Course Team. ’

Unit: Contact name:

Faculty Associate Dean ef Course Team

Reglonsl Office

Marketing

Studant Services — Reglons

Student Services —other amas

IET Student Statistics ard Survey Team Steph Lay, Jane Baines, Jane Wilson

VCE

Other National Offender Management Services (NOMS),
National Research Committes (NAC)

Sectlon Two: Aboui your research
5a. Brief aims of the research:

1. To identify ways inwhich prisonars on Open University courses concaptualisa reflaction {both in genaral
terms and in relation to their own leaming and development).

2, To establish categories of description for inmates' ways of thinking about reflection.

3. To compare/contrast thase ways of thinking to non-prisoner Open Univerisity stidents* concaptions of
reflaction so that & cass could bo made that the refloctive nature of prisoner-leamers s different than non-
prisoners. This argument would underpin further research in this area.

Page 2af 8 For internal use only - &ll data © The Opan University
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£b. Please give a brief description of your methedelogy (maximum 250 words):

Distance {saming coordinators in UK prisons will be asked (via email] to assist in distributing this sunvey to
tha OU shuxdents in their respectiva prisons.

Thess prisoner-leamers will decids individually whether or not to complete the survey and return it to the
distance learning coordinator in their prison.

The distanca leaming coordinator will return the completed surveys to the ressarcher.

Tha researchar will monitor the responses from prisoners and will ask the Survey Office to draw another
sampla (this time of non-prisonars) that 'matches' the respondsnis. This may not ba an exact match but
variables such as age, gendsr, coursa cods and pravious courses taken could work to make the second
group roughly =imitar to tha first group (in terms of these damographics).

The researcher will distributa the survays to this sampla.

Survey responses from both prisenars and non-prisoners will be anonymous.

6. Will this rozoarch be ropoated? (Ploase tick)
D Yas @ No

ki yas, how ofien?

7. Is there any overlap with any provieus or cusrent research? (Pleaso tick)
D Yes No

It yas, ploase explain.

8. Data colleclion methods - please indicate your proposad research method(s):
(Please tick alf that apply)

Page 3af 8 For imternal use only - &ll data © The Open Univarsty
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Z] Paper l:l Focus Group

D Online I:I Other

D Telaphona Plaase speclfy other:

D Personal interview

9. Ploase explain how the research will be disseminated inferally to OU resaarchers and
staff and detall any plans for exiamal publication/dissemination of your findings:

This study will faed into the PhD thesis, which will ba kept on fila with the OU Library. Also, theses are
available from any UK university through ETHOS.

Findings from this study may also be included in a journal article.

Page 2 of8 For internal use only - all data € The Opan Universty
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Section Three: Sample

Samples are usually drawn by the Student Survey and Statistics Team {SSST). Once you have
specified the criteria tha 8S8T and SRPP will check that the criteria are within University guidelines.
Samples am drawn using information from tha CIRCE database, If you want o draw your own
sample you must sand it to the SSST to ba checked bafom itis used. Hf you are an Assoclate
Lacturer proposing to use only your futor group please send the Pl's of those in your futorial group to
the SSST to bo checked bofora you start the project.

If you nead advice about spacifying the sampk please contact us via the IET-SAPP mailbax in the
first instanca.

To provide you with the mostappropriate sample pieasa cansider and specify the following:
+ Forall samples you can ask for the following information:
o Personal Identifier
o Contact details — this will vary depending on mode of contact, e.g., post, tekephone or email.
+ Forcourse specific samples pleasa specily the course, year and presentation codes.
+ Forgenoral and courss specific samples of the OU population these are some of the fislds you
can specify:

Aga Group (either a band er anyona bom after...) | Gendar

Level of study Educational qualifications on entry to the QU
Course coda/s — specify passed, current e Presentation Codals

Numberof credits passed Credit transfer

Registered to study on a particular course Award Codels

Geographieal areas, such as Region or pesteada | Motivation for study

Disability — comtact IET-SRPP for further details | Studant Status

For course spacific samplos ploaso uss this box:

Course/s e.g.AA10D Presentation's e.g. | Sample Number Aimed for responsa
2009) rmquested e.q. 300 | rate a.9.150 or 507%

Other spocifications e.g. type of contact details; previous educational qualifications.

Page 5of8 For internal use only - all data © Tha Opan Unkvarsty
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For all other 3amples pleass complete this box:

Sample spacification

Sample number
requested a.g. 300

Almed for ‘response
rate. 8.g. 150 or 50%

1. A ramddom sampla including names and currant coursa
codes of 404 prisanars stutying an any Opan Univarsity
coursa. Plaaza can thae sampla inzlude the nama oftha

prison whara each learnar eurranily resies?

2. {samp's {0 ba drawn afiar respanses hava bean oliaclad
framn the first sample) A sampla of non-prisan OU studants
that matches tha profile of respandants fram tha first sampia,
in{arms of soursa coda, age, gandar and previaus coursas
iakan. Sample 1o include posial address of sludant.

*sampla numbar requasiad far the secand sampla may nead
1o be changad depending an tha rate of raspansa fram tha
firsi gampla. | wauld Tke {0 get 2 "'maiches’ par pricanar-

rapandant.

400

400

aminimum of 83 ar
20%

80 ar 20%°

Other gpocifications o.g. type of contact detalls; previous educational qualifications.

Sectlon Four: Questionnalre deslign and processing

This ssction Iz only nacassary B you nead the S58T 0 kalp administar your survey.

Plaaze sea this documnant for information about sarvices the Survey Office charpa for hitpufiat-

intranet.opsen.ac.ukfdoce’about’docs/surveycostingquidalines.dec

Survay Typs: Posfal Online DOﬂ!ar(ﬂmeaymbde

Page 6of 8 For imternal use only - all data © The Open University
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Postal scanning:

Is this required? Yos:[ | No: P
If yes, how many questions {including sub questions}) are to be

scanned?

Doyou wish the SSST to prepars the Qusstionnaira? Yos: [:] Ho: E

Ifyes, when will the final questions be supplied to the SSST Cffica? |

Survey Mailing:
10 for pnisoners
Target malling data:
1/5/10 {for non-prisonars
Reminder required:
' Yes: I:] No: g
Closo of Survey date: /810
Is this date appracimate or definite? Approx: Definite: | |
Dsta Processing:

Data from online and papar questionnaires can be retumed as SAS, Excel or SPSS files. If you have
open comments on a paper questionnaire and you nead them te ba typed plaase ask Gary Elliott-
Cirigottis if the SSST can halp with this.

Pleasa state in the bax below if you need any variabks on the spreadshest alongside the data, e.g.
dsmographic Information, pravious education qualifications, gender, credits awarded atc.

This is an anonymous sunvey included selfreportad demographic data.

Finance:
Pleass indicate funding amrangements:

Baseline: | | inernal: || Extornal: <]

Basdline = paymernt wilf be mada in advance of wak befng caried out
Pags7 of & For imternal u=e only - &l data @ The Open Universiy
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Intornal = payment will be made by an OU Department
Extornal = payment will be made by externsl orgarfazfon

Sectlon Five: Supperiing Documentsilon
Documentation

Ploass do not forget to attach the required supporting decumantation with your application. indicate
bolow which items of supperting decumentation you have sent as attachments with this Application:

Copy of survey instrument’s {not a link pleass) D Note’emnail from Spansor {if applicabla)

Copy of covering letterfs or invitation I:‘ Copy of consent form {if applicable}

E] {ean confirm that & Data Pratection Quaestionnalme has been submitted to the University's
Planning Officer (Legislation and Information} — Data- Protection@open.ac.uk

AppEcation date: 29/01/10

Please submitto: [ET-SRPP@open.ac.uk (Pisase remember to 'save’ the form first to attach to emall}

Page Bof & For internal tess only - all data € The Opan Universly
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Appendix 4: Approval from the SRPP for Study 1

Edit  View Insert Fgrmat Iools
£ 174 Reply | (34 Reply to A | £33 Forward

From:  Jane.Wilson

Tos B.A.Alden

Ce: IET-SRPP; 3.7.E.Richardson; L.Price
Subject: Application number 2010/079

Sent: - Thu 01/07/201009:59

Dear Bethany,
The SRPP working group met this moming and | am pleased to report that they approved your application.

There was one strong recommendation that you rethink the sample numbers required in order to prevent a second sample being necessary. This would cur down the work required in the survey office which is rather
busy at the moment. In addition can you centact me to discuss how you need the sureys to be formatted please, | am afraid we can’t put bar codes on the suveys but we can talk about other options.

ook forward to hearing from you.

Best wishes,
Jane

Jane Wilton

Student Rezearch Manager,

Student Statizticz and Survey Team
Jennie Lee Building (North)

Open University

Milton Keynes

MK7 633

Tel: 01908 6 (34830
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Appendix 5: Application to the Data Protection Office for Study 1 [Note: This
application involves research with inmates. However, only data collected from non-inmates
were used.]

Data Protectlon Form

DATA PHOTECTION ACT 1088
Data Protection Questionnaim

The Open Universily Is registered with the UK Information Commissioner. We have
provided a general dascription of the procassing of perscnat data being carried outin
the University and we must ensure that any new projects or uses of data ars covered
by our registration.

The purposs of this form is o inform the OU's Data Protection Coordinatorabout new
projects or databases which use or record personal data.

i you are procassing any personal data (whether on manual or electronic files not
praviously registered) pleass complets all sactions of this form and return to the Data
Protection Coordinator, Room 002, North Spur, Walton Hall and provida your Unit
Data Protection Lisison Officar with a copy.

Dofinitions

Parsonal Data - Information relating to identifiable fiving individuals, Including
expressions of cpinlon.

Procassing — Any action involving data, including obtaining, recording, analysing and
destroying.

Data Subject— An individual about whom information is processed

The Data Protaction Act requires that personal data be surrounded by appropriate
socurity. Please referto page 4 for advice.

1. About You

Name: Bathany Aldan

Staff No:  A2070800

Job Title:  Full Time Resaarch Student
Area/Unit CREET/IET

Phone No: 01808 332677 or (78955352120
Data Protection Liaison Officar:
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Please provide us with a brief tiile of your project/dstabase/dala file

Project Titla: Inmates’ conceptions of reflection in higher
educalion

Databasa: Random sampiz of OU non-prison students currently
enmolled on any course (x400); random sample of OU prison-
students currently enrclled on any course to receive a postal
survey.

Procossing Descaription

(a

(b)

What do you use the data for?
To collect survey data for an Initial phase of PhD ressarch.

To study the variation between responses from prisoners and
non-prisonars on OU courses.

[s the data (fick as appropriate): Manual | m]
Blectronic

About the Categaries of Individuat

Tick ona ar more boxes identifying the categories of individuals towhom the
data relata:

Studerts X

Staff (including voluntears, agents, temporary and casual workers}

Advisers, Consultants and other professional experts
Authors, Publishars, Editors, Artists and other creators

Third parties participating in course work {e.g. volunteers, survey
respondants)

Subjects of research
Complainants

Corraspondents and anquirars

Supplisrs
Customers and cliants

Financial sponsors

Agants and contractors

Pravious and prospective employers of the data subject and other
raferoas

Donors and friends of the University

Persons who may be tha subject of anquiry/press

releasa/promotional sxerciss
Hoalth professionals

Welfare and pastoral professionals and advisars

Business or other contacts
Other - Ploase specify

338



7.

Cther:

Data Subject Delalls

Plaase provide morse precise informatlion about the individuals if possible, a.0.

all students on the current prasantation of T171

The sample raquest to SRPP includsd Pl, ags, contact datals,
number of OU courses previously taken, educational

background.
About the Data

Tell uswhat information you collect or hold about individuals e.g. Pl, name,

TMA scores etc.

The survey offico will prepare and distribute the surveys. Until
the surveys are returned, | will not know the names/Pls ef the

respondents. At that time, | will ask SRPP for a profile of

respondants, which will includa damographic data,

About Reciplents (to whom data ave disclosed)

Pleaze tick

Authorised employess and agents of the QU only

Other {ploase spacify)

About any Transfers Overseas

If perscnal data is transferred outside the European Economic Aroa
(Europaan Union mermber states plus Norway, Lischtenstein and fcoland)

please provide details of countries below:

na

\tHda\dmmignformation sarvicesiinformation managemant and compliance\Data protaction
complance\Omganisational complianceNatifications DP reglstratiors In uritaDP
Cuestionmalre_Jano7.dac

15 Fabvuary 2013

Office Use Only
Sublsct Access YesMNo
Purposa

339



THEOPEN UNNVERSITY
SECURITY OF DATA

‘Appropriate security measures should be taken against unauthorised or unlawful processing
of parsonal data and against accldental loas or destructien of, or damage to, personal data.

The followring principles apply to all personal data processed:

1.

2.

Access to the data, bath thoze which are slectronically stored and In hardcopy,
should be restricted to staff who need those data for thalr Open University work.

Staff should not ieave screens that can access personal data unattended when
signad an, should use a (ehort tme-out) password-controlled screen saver, and

should log-off comactly at the end of a seeslon. Alwaya clear screens showing
persoral data sfter use.

Staff who process pareonal data must take care that pereonal data ia kept away from
people not entitted to see it {including authorised vishors) and that cazusl sight of
screans or documents iz avolded,

Passwords shoukd not ba easlly guessable and should be changed regularly. They
should be kept secume and not be disclosed to unauthorieed persans.

CD's and floppy disc files with parsonal data must be remaoved from the PC and
stored securely when not In use. When they are ne longer required they sheuld be
aerased and reformatted or securely destroyed.

Personal data on workatation fixed hand discs must have adequate protection e.g:
password access, to files to prevent unauthorised access, Where personal data is
held on & shared are= of & sever, people with access rights to that area must bs
strictly limited to thozse who need to know alfof it Access should be raviewed
regularly to ensurae that it reflects current nead ta know.

Print-outs and mierofiche containing personal data should be stored securely and
{izpesed of using confidentlal waste disposal sewices. it s the University's
rezporslbility to see that ectsmal contractors disposing of perecnal data (ar

processing It in any other way) on the OU's behalf, comply with the Act

Data no fonger required should be destroyed. |f a FC is passed to another ares,
measures must be taken to enzure that personal dats flles not relevant to the
racsiving Area are destroyed or removad.

DISCLOSURES

1.

Thare are a limlted number of circumstances when personal data can be dischead
outske the Unlversity cther {although disclosures may always be made with the
congent of the data subject). Personal data should not be disclosed over the

telaphone, except in predefined circumatances ard very exceptionally on the
autharity of a senior officer.

Parsonal data may be disclosed to etaft of the Univarsity but only i they need to eae
and hardla It as part of thelr OU work. Noto: that OUSA, OUSBA, OUSET, OUW
and Mulbany Bear Day Nursery are not part of the QU far Data Protection purposes;
therefore, parsonal information ehould not be disclosed unless It i coverad by the
current Dmn Probsctlan Peﬂby See Ilﬁk babw for furthar Information:

Ifin doubt, do not disckee and eaak further advice from your Data Pretaction Lialaon
Officer (DPLO) or the Open University Data Protection Ce-ordinator.
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a. Parsonal Data sent by post should only be sert to validated addresses {eg the
student's regictered address).

4, Accklental disclosures may be made In transmissions using emall and conference
faciliies as these are insecure. Avold the uss of thesa means therefore If the
tranemlaslon is of sensitve pereonal data.

1 aneni ard Jeta
complaroa/Notication?.DP rag nin uuuugmm”mmm:
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Appendix 6: Response from Data Protection Officer for Study 1

Eile Ed;t \gew [m . Format Ioolg &cb’ons
Reply | =3Reply to All | () Forward | < 1 | ¢

From:  Data-Protection

To: B.A.Alden
Ce:
Subfect: Data Protection Questionnaire

Sent: Tue 14/09/2010 09:47

Thank you for submitting a DP Questionnaire for your PhD project. ,;
Sorry | have not responded earlier, as it arrived shortly before | went on leave and t am still catching upt

| already have a project logged for you that is concerned with Distance Leaming in Prisons. [will add this phase of the project to that as well.

| think | advised you before that some of the information you could collect may be classed as ‘sensitive’ under the DP Act. so you should take appropriate security measures to ensure only people who are entitled
to see the information can do so.

You should also anonymise the data as soon as possible. Although you can use the raw data for further research projects, if you aren't planning to do any more research in this area, you should consider deleting
the raw data when your project is complete.

Thank you.

Regards,

Beverley

Legisisticn 8nd Information
ratery's Ctios
Ext 5819¢:22954
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Appendix 7: Application to the Human Participants and Materials Ethics Committee
(HPMEC) for Study 1 [Note this application involves using inmates as participants.
However, Study 1 only dealt with data from non-prisoner students.]

e

bt

&

a

=

c

=

|

2

HUMAN PARTICIPANTS AND MATERIALS o
ETHICS COMMITTEE (HPMEC) PROFORMA g
o

Please complete and send to:

John Oates {fm.oalkes@openac.uk), Chair,

Human Participants and Matarials Bhics Committes (HPMEC)
Centre for Chidhood Development and Leaming (CHDL),
Briggs, Walton Hall, Milton Keynes

Also send a copy o Research-sthics@open.ac.uk

H you have any queries before you fill in this form pleasa look at the -
Research Ethics (intranet) web site: hitp JEMramLogn.ac.ukfresenmh' ics! ™

Title of project
A short, dascriptive title.

Inmates’ conceptions of reflection

the main points of the ressarch, writtan in terms easily undarstandable by a non-
specialist and containing no technical terms.

This initial study of conceptions of reflection will =et the stage for a longitudinal study,
which will form the major research component of the PhD. This study, however, will aim
to identify ways in which inmates who are enrclled in Open University courses
conceptualise reflection (both in general terms and in relation to their distance learning
programme). These conceptions will be compared and contrasted to responses from
Open University students who are not in prison in order to establish that prisoners hold a
unique st of conceptions related to reflection, both in general terms and in the way the
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| use reflection in their own leaming and development.

Source(s) of funding
Details of the external or intarnal funding body {a.g. ESRC, MRC).

The PhD is funded by the ESRC. A research training grant is avaflable for up to £1000
per year.

;EE:"LL =N
Nk AT

b

Human Participarts and Mstssialn Ethics Cammittss (HPMEG) Praforma December 2007
29
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Justlfication for research
What contribution to knowladge, policy, practice, and people’s lives the research will maks?

This study will work to justify further research of prisoners as reflective distance
learners. Findings from this study will aim to show that the notion of reflection (both in
general terms and in relation to learning) is thought of differently by prisoners engaged
in Open University study than by non-prisoners that are enrofled in distance learning
with the OU.

This argument will justify moving ahead with the rest of the PhD, which looks at how

. } : g . .
prisoners’ conceptions of reflecton in distance learning programmes e;g{rzlges over time,

Investigators
Give namas and unitz of all parsons involvad in the collaction

L
Enf tiardling
Pleasa name one parson as Principal Investigater (PI). i

Pl: Bethany Alden, IET

rrrr

BERA gurdelme-' will b 'fci!owg-:d ai \yeil as those set out by The British Society of
* E B

EEE o8
Locatlon{s) of data collectlon
Giva detalls of whera'and when data wilt be collacted. If on privats, corporate or institutional
pré s, ind" cafawhat approvals are gainad/required.

Da}aFTLbe collected through a postal survey that will target all UK prison
establishments. Once these responses have been received, a similar number of
responses will be sought from non-prisoner OU students. Surveys would be ideally be
distributed in April 2010 to prisoners and then in June 2010 to non-prisoners.

Approval for research in prisons is granted through the National Research Committee
{NRC}. Forms for this can be found hitps#www.hmprisonsenvice gov.uk/resourcecerntre/researchy
and are sent to the NRC at National.Researchnoms.gslgovuk, 1hese forms are attached
to this application and will be sent te the NRC once HPMEC has approved this study.

An application has been made to SRPP to obtain a sample of non-prisoner students
once the prisoner responses have been tallied.

Human Participarts and Mxarials Ettica Cammittss (HPMEG) Praiorma December 2007
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Participants

Give detaile of the population from which vou will ba sampling and how this sampling will be
done.

A distance learning coordinator is normally in place in each UK prison's education
department. The OU holds a list of these contact names and email addresses on the
OU Offender Learning intranet. At present there are contact detalls for distance
tearning coordinators in 180 prisons.

distance learning coordinators in the prisens and ask them to parﬁcrpafe m"Ef\J stu’dy
They will do this by agreeing to distribute surveys to the OU studen thei

In erder to distribute surveys to non:-pnsones ou siudems a request to SRPP for a list
of students and their contact detm%s would bemade. This listwill be compiled once the
responses from the prisoners b havefbee ed. The aim is to identify nor-prisoner
students of the same numbeﬁ:ycamse as;the prisoner respondents. For example, if
10 of the prisoners that respond are currenﬂy enrelled on DD101, | would aim tofind 10
DD101 mn—pnsonerst mupa! mihe survey too.

Human Partisipants and Myirinla Ethics Cammittes (HPMEC) Proforma Oecembier X007
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Recrultment procedures
Haw will you identify and approach potential participants?

Potential participants will be approached by the distance learning coordinator in each
prison. This person is normally aware of all OU students in their respective
establishment and would be the best person to ask for assistance in distributing the

surveys.

A list of non-prisoner OU students will be requested from SRPP. This list will be
compiled once the responses from the prisoners have been received. The aim is to
identify non-prisoner students of the same number by course as the pnsonét &
respandents. For example, if 10 of the prisoners that raspnnd arﬂ:unenﬂy gnrdted on
DD 101, | would aim to find 10 DD101 non-prisoners to partlcapats X

Consent
Give datails of how informad consant will ba gained and attam cop

consant form(s). Giva datails of how participants canwtthﬂraw consant ‘and what will happen to
thair data in such a case (soe the Research Ethics WEb Lst’ng“for an adv{sory document).

The information sheet and the mestlounare are. aﬁar:hed o this survey. twould be
stated in the information sheet that the compleilonand ‘submission of the postal survey
would be considered a consensual

Give detalls of registration of the project under the DP Act and the procedures to ba followed re:
storage and disposal of data fo comply with the Act. Please note OU guidance on the Rasparch
Ethics FAQ pags - hitp/intranet.open.ac.uk/strategy-unit'officos/ethics/faqs.shimi#ps.

Contact details of prisoners will not be made available since a third party (the distance
learning coordinator) will be distributing the surveys and since the surveys will remain
ANONYIMOUS.

Contact details of non-prisoner QU student will be stored by one of the researchers’
supervisors in a password protected file and a third party (possibly 2 member of the

survey office) will assist in producing the mailing. Completed surveys will be

Human Participarts and Mxtarials Ethica Cammittea [HPMEC] Praforma December 2007
3]

347



anonymous and will therefore not include any sensitive data.

December 2007

Human Partidipartx and Maisrala Etrica Cammittsa (HPMEG) Praforma
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Recompense to parikcipants
Normally, recompense is only given for expanses and inconvenience, othenwlise it might be sean
as coarcion‘inducament to participate. Give datsils of any recompensas to participants,

lt is notintended that participants would be recompensed. However, the information
sheet explains how this research may benefit them. (See attached drafis of these
information sheets.}

Daception .
Give detzils of the withholding of any Information from participants, or m]smprasen}fatlon of other
daception that is an integral part of the research. Any such decaption shuﬂld pe iuﬂﬂusfrﬁed

Participants are aware of the aims of the research and the réFL they ok
No information about the research will be withheld (exoep?of mume t
of other participants). Misrepresentation and other furm 5 f
this reseanch. :

Risks e Tk

Datail any foresean risks to participants or rasearchars and hasad on a risk assassment, the

staps that will ba taken to minimisafcountar thasg 'if the| proposed study involves contact wrth

children or other vulnarable groups, ploasa confmn {hat an enhanced Criminal Records Bursau
e

There are no foreseen risksin t:arrymg but thls survey. This is because itis done
through the post and because tha ;esponse- will be anonymous.

Give detallsof how information wﬂl bo given to participants after data collection to inform thern of
tha pumosqnf thisl aﬂicspatlon and the research more broadly.

cipants-are informed of the purpase for their participation prior to completing the
stirvey (see |m3mailon sheet attached).

Summary information would also be made available to research participants on
demand.

The final research thesis will be on file with the University library. There may be
opportunities for publication in journals as well.

Human Participarts and Mxteriala Ethica Committes [HPMEC) Praforma. December 2007
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Declaration
Daclara hora that the research will corform to the above protocol and that any significant
changes or new issuas will bo ralsad with the HPMEC befors thoy ara implomentad.

A Final Report form will need to be filled in onca the rasearch has ended {you will be contacted
by HPMEC on the data for final report balow].

Contact detalls

Name Bsthany Aldon

Unit IET/CREET

Address Room 128 Crowther East

Telephone

E-mail

Signatura(s)

lﬁﬁh’écpy is submittad {which Is prefermed))

YO

Final Report :SL* TR

Human Partisipants and Myisriala Ethica Cammittea [HPMEC) Prafcrma Decamber 2007
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Appendix 8: Interview protocol and data collection timeline for Study 2

Milestone 1

Method: phone interview; or face-to-face (if possible)
Objective: capturing biographies and conceptions of reflection {self, in HE, in society}

¢ DD101: 1-5 February 2010
& B121:1.5May 2011
e U123:1.5 May 2011

Biograghy
# Education: Can you describe your educatianal experience priar to enralling
oh 7
*  Work: Can you talk about your emplayment background and your current job
if you are working?
* Home: Can you describe how you spend your time outside of work/study?
{family/socist/leisure eommitments?}

Course
*  What ather OU courses have you done (if not included in previous
description)?
*  What motivated yau to enrol on ?

*  What isyour next step?

Exposure/experience with ceflaction

= Have you encountered reflective tasks on other courses? (if relevant)
® Have you encountered reflective tasks in the workplace? (if relevant)

Beflection in terms of self

* Do you think you are a naturally reflective person?
o Why do you say this?
&  Can you recall and deseribe a situation in which you reflacted on something?

Reflection in terms of HE
& Towhat extent is reflection impartant in HE?
*  Why are some students more reflective than others?
& Can peopla leam to be more reflective? Explain.

Reflection in terms of soclety
*  Would you say It is important to be a reflective person in ganeral? (why?)
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Milestone 2

Method: phone interview or email
Objective: To pather input regarding perceptions of reflactive activities experienced
thus far in the course; role of tutor feedback; role of dialogus/relationship
& DDI1{1: 3236 March 2011 {after TMAGE feedback/before TMADZ cut-off)
& B121:23-27 May 2011 (after activity 2.1 {learning cyde], after tutarsial 1}
*  U122:6.10 June 2011 {after TMAQI feedback)
For DD101 and U122

*  You recently received feedback on your first TMA. What did vou think about
this?

* For DD101: What were your thoughts about doing the ‘self-reflection’ bit at
the end of the TMA?

*  ForU122: What were your thoughts abaut eompleting an assipnment that
had ta do with reflecting on your own learning experience?

+ Forbath: What has been helpful in your learning so far on this course?

& Forbath: Have the other students played a role in your learning experience?
In what ways?

EorBL2L:

*  You've probably worked thraugh parts 1 and 2 of the Course File, What have
you thought of the course so far?

= Did you have a go at activity 2.1 (the learning eyela)? What did you think?

# What about the learning Inventory {activity 2.2)? Did you figure out what
learning profile you have? What did these finding means to you?

* Tawhat extent are you baing reflective whan you work through the TMA
activities?

+*  What are your thoughts abaut the reflective essay vou'll be writing for the
TMA?

* What do you get from the others in the group?
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Milestone 3

Maethod: phone interview or email

Objective: To pather develaping perceptions of reflactive activities embedded in
TMA activities and how tutors’ feedback i wotking alongside thess, Alzo this contact
will aim to capture thougkts about the reflactive companents of final TMAs and
ECAs.

& DD101: 1-5 August 2011 (after feedback from TMAOS and before cut-off for
TMAGS)

* B121:8-12 August 2011 (after feedback from TMADI and before ECA)

* U123 15.19 August 2011 (after feedback fram TMAD3S and befora ECA)

Guestions for DD101:

You recently submitted TMADS. At the end of this TMA, the self-reflaction task asked
you ta camment on 1) what you found interesting and 2) what you found difficult
about this assignment. Can you please discussfexplain {use as many words as you
need):

1. How/ you approached this activity (i.e. what did you consider/think about
before writing your responses)?

How did you feel about daing this task?

To what extant is this type of activity valuable to you (and why)?

In what ways have you been able to use the feedback from your TMAs as you
weork through this module?

w

Questions for U122:
You are nosw preparing far the EMA (Unit 6}, In this unit, there are several activities
designed to help you think abaut yeur future plans.
1. Hows have you approached this unit (i.e. what did you eonsider/think abaut
before tackling the sctivities)?
2. How dea you record your ideas/output related to this unit?
3. Have you done Activity 6.13 A mament of reflaction’? If so, how did you feel
about this task?
4. Inwhat ways have you been able to use the feedback from your TMAs as you
work through this module?

Questions for 8121:

You are now preparing far the EMA_ In this assignment, thera are three tasks
deslgned te demonstrate a variety of your skills. Please answer the followling
guestions using as many words as you neead:

1. When considering your role and the ways you might need to develop (Task
1.4}, how have you approached this activity {e.e. what have you
considered/thought about before tackling this section)?

2. Towhat extent do you feel the EMA is a reflective piece of work (and why)?
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3. At this point in the module, where would <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>