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ABSTRACT

In the present paper, we propose a model for reflective practice in blogs based on Systems
Thinking aiming to promote social-emotional learning, and we discuss its theoretical
underpinnings. Reflective blogging can be an invaluable tool for peer learning and
professional development, particularly in appreciative environments where people feel safe
to share their experiences. The proposed model introduces Systems Thinking as an effective
way to facilitate group reflective practice for social-emotional learning and resilience
building in a blended learning environment. Participants practice how to acknowledge
different perspectives and how to integrate them into a coherent group narrative, the
collective story of their community. Systems thinking entails a shift of focus from the parts
to the relationships between and treats any group of participants as a living network, a
learning rhizome in the becoming. In this view, collective intelligence rises as an emergent
system property. We provide the case of a recent implementation of the proposed model to
reflect and elaborate further on practical aspects of the approach, such as how to cultivate
reflective writing among the participants, how to synthesize a group meta-narrative, how to
evaluate individual contributions, and how to nurture a learning organization. The aim is to
present a concise and authentic account of this approach so as to enable other educators
and practitioners to get inspiration, make necessary adaptations, and utilize it in their own
practice.
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1 Introduction

In the present paper, we propose a model for group reflective practice utilizing blogs and
informed by a complex systems epistemology. In the proposed model, participants in a
learning community have the opportunity to reflect on their lived experience in their
personal blogs following a face-to-face (or virtual) meeting (like in a university lecture). All
personal blogs are interconnected through a central site, forming a networked-learning
landscape. By sharing their own reflections with their peers, participants become aware of
and acknowledge all the different views and voices and, by doing so, enrich their own
perspectives in a multivoiced learning chronotope (Holquist, 2002). A facilitator coordinates
the whole process as a guide on the side of the group. The technological infrastructure to
support such a system is based on widely available web 2.0 tools (Rheingold & Weeks,
2012), and it is described in full detail elsewhere (Brailas, Koskinas, & Alexias, 2016). A key
feature of the proposed model is that reflective practice follows every group meeting (either
face-to-face or virtual) where participants usually work collaboratively. That is, individual
reflections are from the very beginning products of a group process [4, 5]. At the same time,
participants’ reflections gradually create a collective digital footprint, their group’s collective
narrative (Papadopoulos, 1999) consisting of the sum of the individual reflections as well as
a set of patchwork texts summarizing contributions on a weekly basis.

Reflective blogging is widely used in higher education and/or professional development
settings. Reflective blogging enhances the educational experience by acting as a mediator
between the classroom and professional practice (Beale, 2007). Reflective journaling in
blogs also facilitates retention of concepts learned during the lectures (Bouldin, Holmes, &
Fortenberry, 2006). Blogs as a medium for reflective practice calls our attention to its
inherent multimodality and collaborative affordances that promote learning (Kajder &
Parkes, 2012). Reflective practice in groups can also increase creativity among the
participants and in the group as a whole (Kenny, 2008). Reflective diaries in peer support
networks facilitate reflective group dialogue and professional development (Killeavy &
Moloney, 2010). Blog discussions help learners integrate theory to practice, cultivate
reflective practice, and enhance learning in clinical fieldwork (Ladyshewsky & Gardner, 2008;
Levine, 2014). Collaborative blogging in practitioner-oriented courses helps students
practice critical thinking (Osman & Koh, 2013). Despite the commitment and time required
for deep reflective practice in a group, the whole experience can be described as
transformative (Smidt, Wheeler, Peralta, & Bell, 2018).

However, the here proposed model introduces Systems Thinking as a major way to
facilitate group interactions and promote deep group reflection in a networked blogging
environment. We also provide a recent implementation of the proposed model in an
undergraduate course (https://cyberpsy.edublogs.org) offered at the Department of
Psychology in Panteion University, Athens, Greece (during the Spring semester of the 2018-
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19 academic year). We elaborate further on specific aspects of the approach, such as how to
cultivate reflective writing skills, how to compile weekly group (meta)narratives based on
the individual reflections, and how to evaluate individual contributions (if this is required by
the educational setting). Next, we discuss the theoretical underpinnings and implications of
the approach.

2 Reflective Writing and Blogs

Reflective writing in blogs is an invaluable tool for promoting peer learning and personal
and professional development, particularly in appreciative environments (McAdam & Mirza,
2009) where people feel safe to share authentic experiences and learn from each other
(Brailas, Avani, et al., 2017; Brailas et al., 2016). Schon first introduced the term reflective
practice as a way for fostering personal and professional development in his seminal book
The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (Schon, 1983). Reflective
practice implies that a person actively reflects upon the past or current events and uses the
insights gained from this metacognitive process to inform their future actions (Moon, 2006).
Reflective practice in groups of peers allows practitioners, especially those working with
human systems like educators and health care professionals, to learn from their own
experiences and to enhance their perspectives (Brailas et al., 2016). Reflection is more useful
when applied to non-trivial knowledge: “to relatively complicated, ill-structured ideas for
which there is not an obvious solution and is largely based on the further processing of
knowledge and understanding that we already possess.” (Moon, 2006, p. 37)

Descriptive with Deep reflective
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reflective elements writing

writing
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Figure 1: A reflective writing continuum. The aim is for the participants to gradually cultivate their
reflective writing skills in an appreciative environment that provides authentic and constructive
feedback to everyone.

Figure 1 illustrates a continuum of reflective writing, ranging from descriptive and
superficially reflective accounts to deep-reflective texts. Figure 1 helps us realize that
reflective writing is not a black or white territory; the aim is for participants to gradually
improve their ability to reflect on their experience. Moon [20, 21] provides clear indications
for the 'reflexivity’ level of a text. Based on her work, moving from the left to the right of this
continuum entails changes in the following ways:
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e Emotions involved in the event are acknowledged.

e The individual becomes an observer of their own behavior.
e An internal dialogue begins to emerge.

e Contextual information is seriously taken into account.

e The individual becomes able to challenge their own ideas.
e Different views are realized and acknowledged.

e Critical thinking is present.

e Painful and difficult questions are being asked.

Reflective writing entails authenticity. However, in an open-web environment, matters of
confidentiality are critical, and reflective writing always should be intimate enough to be an
authentic account, but no more (Brailas et al, 2019). Following a Systemic-Dialectic
approach in our practice introduced by George and Vasso Vassiliou (Polemi-Todoulou,
2018b), we were initially presenting participants with four guiding questions to help them
initiate their reflections:

e Whatdid I learn?

e What did I understand?
e Howdid I feel?

e What do I like to ask?

These four guiding questions open up space for meaningful reflection to take place,
involving cognitive thinking, emotions, and self-questioning.

3 Systems Thinking in Action

Providing an extensive discussion on systems thinking is far beyond the scope of this article.
The literature on systems theory is extended and well developed in the fields of both
education and psychology (Kauffman, 1996; Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2015; Capra,
2003; Sumara & Davis, 1997; Byrne, 2014). Nevertheless, to understand how systems
thinking works in the proposed model, we will provide all the necessary information.
Thinking in systems implies focusing more on the relations between, instead of focusing on
the parts. Trying to understand the pattern that connects the parts (Capra & Luisi, 2014) is
key. Therefore, for systems thinking to be applied in our approach, the facilitator of the
process needs to focus their attention on how the participants’ reflections are related to
each other, instead of focusing on the actual content of the individual contributions. The
critical question for the educator to answer is: “What has the group said as a whole?” How
does the meaning of each contribution change if it is considered in the context that all
contributions co-create? The main task of the facilitator is to listen carefully to each voice
expressed in an appreciative way (McAdam & Lang, 2003), and then to set the different
views in a dialogue, and, finally, to reflect back a unifying synthesis in the form of a
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(meta)narrative [5, 34, 35]. This narrative synthesis can be realized as ‘the pattern that
connects the dots'— a manifestation of the group’s collective intelligence.

At the level of the technological infrastructure, a central course hub site (Figure 2) is
necessary for aggregating the flow of the individual contributions to make them available to
the whole group. The hub serves as the online recording of the group’s history. From the
sequence of the participants’ reflections, as these are aggregated and appear in the course
hub, a group meta-narrative is compiled by the educator (who acts at this point as group
facilitator) in the form of a patchwork test. In this narrative synthesis, the educator tries to
accommodate all the different perspectives, avoid scapegoating (every voice matters), and
put them in a constructive dialogue, in order to allow for a qualitatively new, more complex
understanding to emerge.

The trainer listens to these reports, viewing them as expressions of the different inner
voices of the group. He/she tries to understand the content, sequence and
metaphors of the different voices in relation to the context/goal of the particular
training session and the theme under discussion. At this time, the trainer’s role is to
actualize and integrate the flow of difference in the group’s voices. This is done by
generating meaning from the metaphors within the context of the sequence they are
expressed and by reflecting, back to the group, a unifying synthesis relevant to the
whole group process. The trainer may be seen as an ‘outside witness’ of the group
process. One who expresses to the group his/her understanding of what evolved, as
a ‘one-person reflecting team’, so facilitating the development of a new level of
integrative collaborative understanding. (Polychroni et al., 2008, p. 34)

Every individual reflection is treated as a contribution that would reveal new insights if
seen in the context that all reflections co-create altogether, that is if seen as a constituent
block in an emerging story sequence (Arnold, 1962). The meta-narrative synthesis creates a
virtual mirror that helps participants face their unspoken stories and realize that multiple
perspectives and ways to see the reality co-exist. This emerging narrative synthesis is
consequently reflected back to the group by the educator as a blog entry in the central hub
(Figure 2). This meta-narrative should go beyond what is directly expressed in the words of
the individual reflections, revealing the unspoken beliefs, the underlying group processes,
and the issues raised, reframing what has been shared on a higher level of complexity
(Salichos & Polychroni, 2018). This is a fundamental shift in perspective, seeing individual
contributions as one network of interconnected nodes, a learning rhizome in the becoming
(Brailas, 2020). Systems thinking is necessary to create, as well as to understand, this
rhizome.
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Figure 2: A course blog site (on the left part of the image) acts as a hub for aggregating
participants’ reflections from their personal blogs. (a) Individual reflections become available to the
whole group. (b) The narrative synthesis is uploaded to the course site as a weekly blog entry. The
whole system is implemented by utilizing widely used web technologies. Case source:
https://cyberpsy.edublogs.org

4 Assessment for Inclusion

If reflective blogging is used in formal educational settings and official assessment is
required, then two basic strategies can be implemented, each one having specific
advantages and disadvantages. The first, and maybe more traditional way, is to employ a
grading rubric to evaluate the individual contributions according to their level of reflexivity.
A graduated scenarios approach (Moon, 2010) can be used to demonstrate this evaluation
process to the participants. Graduated scenarios represent different accounts of the same
paradigmatic story, each one representing a different position on the reflecting writing
continuum presented in Figure 1. Everything comes at a cost. Assessing reflective writing in
the above way bears the danger to render the whole process more gimmick and less
authentic and systemic, having the students writing only to achieve a higher grade.
However, reflexivity prerequisites authenticity; writing for a grade is in stark contrast to
being genuinely reflective. Whether reflections should be assessed is a question that
problematized scholars long before (Moon, 2006). A systemic view on the whole group
process keeps reminding us that it is the difference that makes the difference. Hence, every
contribution is valuable and needed for the whole picture to emerge. As it is said in the
proverb, a dwarf standing on the shoulders of a giant may see further than the giant


https://cyberpsy.edublogs.org/

himself. Diversity, variance, abundance, and flexibility are critical properties for assuring
living systems resilience (Capra & Luisi, 2014). In a group of students, it is well expected for
some contributions to be more descriptive and some others to be adequately reflective. It is
the relation between the contributions, the pattern that connects them, which matters in a
whole group pedagogy. In an assessment informed by systems theory, it is crucial to avoid
producing scapegoats and to adopt an ‘every voice has a value that cannot be measured
and can make the difference to the whole group’ mentality. Therefore, a compromise is
needed to produce the required assessments and deliver grades in a formal education
setting. In our practice, we manage this by assigning specific evaluation points (a
percentage of the final grade) to the individual contributions, regardless of their position on
the reflective writing continuum. We asked only for a minimum number of words for each
contribution (about 250). Although this can also make some contributions gimmickier, we
think this is necessary to communicate the idea that reflective writing requires some time to
stand back and reflect on your experience. A length of 250 words is long enough to help
participants to allow themselves a minimum time to reflect on their experience and initiate
authentic, reflective writing.

5 Systems Thinking and Social Emotional Learning

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) refers to a framework that provides learners of all ages
with “"the skills necessary for attaining and maintaining personal well-being and positive
relationships across the life span” (Brackett, Bailey, Hoffmann, & Simmons, 2019, p. 144).
According to the CASEL initiative (https://casel.org/what-is-sel/), “Social and emotional
learning is the process through which children and adults understand and manage
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.” Goleman and Senge
(Goleman & Senge, 2014) highlighted the connection between SEL and systems theory by
proposing an approach to education that integrates three critical skill groups: (a) focus on
the self (connection to our inner world), (b) focus on the other (empathy and understanding
of their reality) and (c) focus on the context (understanding of the broader context and how
this interferes with our own reality). The here proposed model manages to cultivate this
triple focus. Individual reflective writing is attained by addressing the four guiding questions
(“What did I learn? What did I understand? How did I feel? What do I like to ask?”) helps
participants to initiate an internal dialogue and focus on the self. By having access to other
members’ reflections, participants are able to see the world through the others’ shoes and
establish meaningful connections despite possible different perspectives: “Keeping our
hearts together and our minds apart ... meaning fostering a safe relational context that
allows the emerging differences to become a source of growth through their elaboration
and synthesis." (Polemi-Todoulou, 2018a, p. 3) Finally, through the collective
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(meta)narrative, the educator puts the individual contributions into a dialogue with each
other and highlights the connections with the broader context and the interdependent
systems.

6 Resilience Out of Chaos

The central theme in defining psychological resilience is the ability of an individual to cope
with the inevitable adversities of life having a positive adaptation (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013).
This idea resonates with Prigogine's theory on the far-from-equilibrium dynamical systems
(Prigogine & Stengers, 1997). Psychological resilience describes an individual's ability to
adapt successfully each time they experience significant adversity, and to return successfully
to previous levels of mental, physical, and social functioning, or, even better, to go one step
further and attain further development. Prigogine’'s work on complex systems demonstrated
how inevitable perturbations could drive a living system to a far-from-equilibrium condition,
facing a bifurcation point (Feldman, 2012). At the edge of Chaos, everything is possible;
against the second law of the thermodynamics, self-organization takes place, and islands of
anotropy (a term coined by Vassiliou to better convey the meaning of negentropy)
(Vassiliou & Vassiliou, 1985) can be formed, making evolution and self-organization of
living systems possible amid an entropic universe. In a systems view of life, resilience can be
understood as an emergent system property (Berkes & Ross, 2013), and individual or group
resilience can be realized as a mere manifestation of the whole-system development.
Redundancy and diversity are critical for creating the optimal conditions for resilience to
emerge (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Low, Ostrom, Simon, & Wilson, 2002). In von Foerster’'s [46]
words, always act so as to increase the number of choices. Resilience in ecological systems
comes from diversity. For example, diversity in available food resources increases the
survival chances for species in case of a loss of a specific kind of food supply. In the case of
education and professional development, diversity in perspectives is crucial for the health of
a community as it is the difference that makes the difference (Bateson, 1972).

7 Concluding Thoughts

Blogging and reflective writing in journals are two well-established practices broadly used
for many years in educational and professional settings to promote learning and
professional development. Systems thinking, by shifting the focus from the individuals to
the relations between them, and from the different perspectives articulated to the pattern
that connects them, opens up a new space for complex dynamics to unfold. In the proposed
systemic reflective model, all the different perspectives that have been expressed in the
individual blogs are integrated into a narrative synthesis without scapegoating any voice. It
is a multivoiced collective narrative that tells a new story at a higher level of complexity, as
the manifestation of the whole system'’s wisdom.
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During the change process, some of the old structures may fall apart, but if the
supportive climate and the feedback loops in the network of communications persist,
new and more meaningful structures are likely to emerge. When that happens,
people often feel a sense of wonder and elation, and now the leader's role is to
acknowledge these emotions and provide opportunities for celebration. (Capra,
2010)

It is in the eyes of the students shining in their ‘Ahal’ moments when experiencing the
emerging new in their collective meta-narrative that you realize what creativity and
discovery through collaboration means to students. During this anotropic (Vassiliou &
Vassiliou, 1985) process, participants cultivate social-emotional skills, manage to
acknowledge different perspectives, and experience how these different, and often
opposing, perspectives can be put into a constructive dialogue. The whole model
demonstrates an appreciative and inclusive pedagogy in a technology-enhanced learning
environment.
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