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ABSTRACT | This article articulates the experience of three professors
from different disciplines, teaching at three levels of University Studies,
Portland State University’s general education program, for whom the
toggling between personal/professional critical practices and use of
reflective practices in the classroom has led to transformative learning
experiences for them and their students. It describes the specific
reflective tools and methods they used for teaching and professional
development, and considers the challenges to sustaining critical
reflection and how those challenges might be addressed. The authors
argue that critical reflection (CR) is an important practice for teachers
and students of general education. In particular, CR engages the
habits of mind and capacities, such as critical thinking, central to the
goals of general education, as well as engaging the practical skills
needed to procure jobs and succeed as professionals. As a professional
practice for teachers, it contributes to improved and purposeful
teaching methods and rationales, and can build rapport, trust, and
credibility with students. Because CR takes time and practice, it is
important for students to be exposed to many different methods and
have opportunities to practice CR methods from a variety of
disciplines/backgrounds throughout their general education.
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Introduction
This article articulates the experience of three professors from different disci-
plines, teaching at three levels of University Studies, Portland State University’sPdf_Folio:209
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general education program, for whom the toggling between personal/profes-
sional critical reflective practices and use of reflective practices in the classroom
has led to transformative learning experiences for them and their students. It
describes the specific reflective tools and methods they used for teaching and
professional development, and considers the challenges to sustaining critical
reflection and how these challenges might be addressed.

Informed by the work of scholars in teaching and learning, and based on our
own experiences, we argue that critical reflection (CR) is an important practice
for teachers and students of general education. We found that in particular, CR
engages the habits of mind and capacities such as critical thinking, creativity,
intercultural knowledge, ethical reasoning, and lifelong learning, central to the
goals of general education, as well as engaging the practical skills needed to pro-
cure jobs and succeed as professionals. Our experiences illustrated Brookfield’s
(1995) findings, detailed later in this article, that as a professional practice CR
contributes to improved and purposeful teaching methods and rationales, and
can help build rapport, trust, and credibility with students. Because CR takes
time and practice, we believe it is important for students to be exposed to many
different methods and have opportunities to practice CR methods from a vari-
ety of disciplines/backgrounds throughout their general education.

University Studies: Setting the Stage for Critical Reflection

University Studies differs from traditional general education programs in that
students are required to take general education courses at all four levels of the
undergraduate curriculum. Most of these courses, especially at the freshman
and sophomore levels, are theme-based and interdisciplinary, and all share
common learning goals of Communication; Inquiry and Critical Thinking;
Diversity, Equity, and Social Justice; and Ethics and Social Responsibility. The
curriculum is administered by a single program, made up of multidisciplinary
faculty, some affiliated solely with the University Studies program, and others
in “shared lines,” teaching University Studies courses on permanent or rotat-
ing bases from other departments. The Program, where interdisciplinarity is
required, and teaching, collaboration, and reflective practices are valued, pro-
vides a fertile environment for experimenting with CR.

Defining Reflection, Critical Reflection (CR), and Critical Self-Reflection
(CSR)

Reflection is a widely used and contested term in academic settings, though
it is generally agreed that reflective practice involves “examining assumptions,
[. . .] being self-aware and critically evaluating [one’s] own responses to prac-
tice situations” and is “part of the process of lifelong learning” (Finlay, 2008,
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p. 52). Many of us practice reflection when we review our work and experi-
ence in order to revise and update our coursematerials or curriculum andwhat
Schön (1983) called “reflection in action” (p. 49). Mezirow (1998) and others
have parsed reflection further, noting that critical self-reflection of assump-
tions “emphasizes critical analysis of the psychological or cultural assumptions
that are the specific reasons for one’s conceptual and psychological limitations,
the constitutive processes or conditions of formation of one’s experience and
beliefs” (para. 41). Critical self-reflection (CSR) turns attention both inward to
the self, as well as outward to the context of the self, and requires analysis and
critique of the values, perspectives, and assumptions harbored in and influ-
enced by those contexts. Brookfield (1995), in his book Becoming a Critically
Reflective Teacher, elaborates that self-reflection for teachers becomes critical
when its purpose is “to understand how considerations of power undergird,
frame, and distort educational processes and interactions” and “to question
assumptions and practices that seem to make teaching easier, but actually work
against our own best long-term interests” (p. 8). He posits the concept of criti-
cal reflection as a “stance and dance” in which our stance toward our teaching
is one of inquiry and openness, and the dance is the “experimentation and risk”
that we engage in as we apply new ideas and methods (p. 42). We’ve used this
concept to frame our case studies and discussion.

Hunter Shobe, Geographer
This section considers lessons learned from teaching both geography courses
and a Freshman Inquiry (FRINQ) course on globalization as a nontenure track
faculty (NTTF). The experience influenced my thinking on how to improve
my teaching and student learning in FRINQ, but also about how to improve
in my home discipline courses. Here, I focus on one method of critical self-
reflection—journals.

Keeping a Teaching Journal for Critical Self Reflection: A Stance

I taught in University Studies on assignment from the Geography Department
from fall 2012 to spring 2016. In the past I had made notes, but not in an
organized systematic way, that would allow me to trace the trajectory of my
teaching over time. Realizing I was often asking my students to write in order
to better reflect on what they learned, I decided to heed the same advice and
keep a teaching journal to put my own reflections in writing. I found I enjoyed
writing about teaching and academic things without having to use academic
jargon and conventions. Reviewing my journals helped me develop my
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thinking related to teaching different classes and provided an informal account
of student feedback to supplement more formal assessments.

Over time I’ve developed a set of questions that guide my thinking in revis-
ing courses each year: How best to help catalyze student engagement with the
course content, concepts, and themes? What exercises and assignments best
accommodate a range of students with different backgrounds, various preferred
styles of learning, and different reasons for being in school? What are the best
ways to promote students applying what they learn to their lives? I found these
questions easier to address with my teaching journal as a resource—after all
the journal is an account of what worked and what did not. The teaching jour-
nal was particularly helpful in guiding my reflections on how best to customize
assignments for either general studies or geography courses. Perhaps the great-
est benefit of the teaching journal was that it helpedme see how I could bemore
flexible as a teacher.

Assigning Critical Reflection, an Evolution to Student Learning Journals:
The Dance

Early on teaching FRINQ, I tried having students write down their main ideas
and questions related to the topic before diving immediately into discussions.
I hoped this would help students analyze what we discussed and read and react
from a personal standpoint. Students seemed to benefit from a few minutes to
independently process their thoughts before discussion. Years later, I made the
writing assignments a formal part of the class in the form of a learning journal,
thinking this would promote the importance of reflective writing. A portion of
class timewas dedicated to writing in journals.This generated amaterial record
of a student’s reflections on content, learning, and the university experience,
and a self-authored book of thoughts and ideas from his or her first year of
college.More than anything the intent of the journal was to engage the students
in course themes on a daily basis (Mcguinness, 2009). The entries were part
of a larger strategy to engage students and introduce them to concepts which
they could consider in the context of their own lives. Several students began
entries with variations of “I never realized this until nowbut . . ., ” suggesting the
journal provided a useful space for developing new thoughts about class ideas.

Geographers recognize the usefulness of journals in pedagogy (Anderson,
2012; Cook, 2000; Fouberg, 2000; Fuller et al., 2006; Haigh, 2001; Haigh,
et al., 2015; Kenna, 2016; Mcguinness, 2009). Learning journals have many
potential benefits starting with their informality—an invitation for students to
focusmore on their thoughts than on concerns with proper formatting or orga-
nization. Journals can play important roles in helping students recognize how
they learn as they separate learning from content (Haigh, 2001, p. 168), and
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are more likely to “appreciate the relevance of what they have learned” (Park,
2003, p. 183). Journal writing can catalyze critical thought and prompt students
to connect class material to their lives. Fouberg suggests that, “students relate
ideas to themselves and use the space of a journal to figure things out” (2000,
p. 196). Learning journals allow students to situate themselves and their own
position in society as students and researchers in the context of both theoret-
ical and grounded inquiry (Glass, 2014), and devolve some ownership of the
learning to the students (Fouberg, 2000, p. 197).

The spirit of Lynda Barry’s Syllabus (2014) informed my journal assignment
in asking students to “pay attention, be quiet, and see what’s there . . . not agree
with, understand, like, JUST SEE” (p. 5), and to use the journaling to “notice
what you notice” (p. 60). Barry highlights the value of having students write in
class to engender a feeling of “solitary work” done together (p. 9).

Students handed in journals halfway through each term, which allowed
me to gauge which questions had been most effective at catalyzing thoughtful
responses. During the first term it became clear that writing responses to gen-
eral questions was more difficult than responding to specific questions.

Students responded favorably to the assignment, identifying the develop-
ment of critical thinking as the primary benefit. For example, one student com-
mented in an evaluation that the journals were helpful in getting students to
think beyond problems and address, “what we think solutions to problems are.”
Another student suggested that the assignment could be improved by posing
more entries.

After assigning the journals for an entire year in FRINQ, I assigned a learn-
ing journal to students in an upper-level geography course, Sense of Place. The
journal had similar but different roles in the two classes. In FRINQ, students
were often thinking and writing about issues for the first time, and the journal
was formany the first opportunity to consciously work out their initial thoughts
on the topic. For the Sense of Place class the prompts more often provided stu-
dents, who were further along in their studies, the opportunity to sort out con-
cepts and analyze previously encountered ideas more deeply.

Maintaining a teaching journal, having the discipline to keep it going, but
also gaining insight from putting thoughts on paper, provided me a helpful
reminder of some of the potential benefits and challenges my students faced
when keeping their journals. It allowed me to reflect specifically on which
assignments, lectures, and points of entry worked well in FRINQ, a year-long
general education course, and which worked well in geography classes. Criti-
cally reflecting on my teaching in general education provided insight on how
students will use important concepts frommy own discipline in a context other
than academic geography. I was better able to reflect on how to find points of
Pdf_Folio:213
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entry for topics and concepts that are relevant and resonate with students from
across academic disciplines.

Alma Trinidad, Social Worker
This section provides a critical reflection and key lessons learned from teaching
a Sophomore Inquiry course (SINQ) on Design Thinking for Social Change as
a tenure track professor in a shared line with the School of Social Work and
University Studies.

The SINQ Design Thinking theme was first launched by University Studies
in fall 2014 and partnered the School of Social Work, Child and Family Stud-
ies, and the Business School. Its inaugural team of faculty included professors
from business, architecture, computer science, and child and family studies.
I was the only woman professor of color (WPOC) from social sciences on this
team. We initially agreed that my particular section of the SINQ would be a
pilot with intentional readings and assignments with explicit processes of inte-
grating equity and examining power and privilege as a designer. Havingworked
in community development, social entrepreneurship, and youth mentorship
with community-based, culturally responsive programs as a social worker and
scholar, I usedCritical Indigenous Pedagogy of Place (CIPP), which brings clar-
ity to one’s work, roles, and responsibilities as a student and general citizen of
society, as the foundation of my teaching, and presumed the stance of a Pinay
scholar warrior of kapu aloha and mahalaya.

Teaching as a Pinay Scholar Warrior of Kapu Aloha and Mahalaya Using
Critical Indigenous Pedagogy of Place: A Stance

A Pinay warrior is rooted and grounded in Filipino and other Pacific, Indige-
nous island cultures. A woman warrior is one who fights for ideals and princi-
ples important to the community. Historically, Pinay warriors, such as Gabriela
Silang, fought alongside Filipinomen against the Spanish colonial regime.Their
anti-colonial stance perpetuated an identity and position that I embody. It
speaks to a social justice framework that embraces Filipino Ilocano indigenous
values of barangay or barrio (small, town community), kaili (township), and
pamilia (family). It honors womanhood, sisterhood, and feminism in the con-
text of community. Kapu aloha (sacred love) stems from my roots growing up
on the rural island of Molokai in Hawai‘i. To aloha is to commit to deeply love
and fondly care for one’s community or place that has been injured, oppressed,
and is in need of healing. Mahalaya (mahal=love, malaya=freedom) derives
from the FilipinoTagalog values of self- and collective determination, and being
freed from imperialism, capitalism, and feudalism. These values are embodied
in a Pinay scholar warrior of kapu aloha and mahalaya stance. For me, it means
Pdf_Folio:214
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passionately and steadfastly holding on to the beauty, grace, and fierceness in
my work as a scholar —teaching, mentoring, serving, and conducting research
for collective empowerment and social change.

Because the academy historically and contemporarily is not designed formy
people, I face ongoing challenges and isolation as a WPOC. Especially during
my path towards tenure, the voyage has been brutal and continues to present
deep contradictions. My stance brings clarity to the purpose of my work, and
intention to building relationships with and among people. I stand on the
shoulders of my ancestors and the wisdom of my community-based partners
engaged in this course.The collective impact is crystallized time and time again
by the people, places, and processes rooted in CIPP. It is this reiterative collec-
tivity and desire for community impact that groundsme.This critical reflection
serves as a way to highlight such collaboration.

CIPP serves as my foundation of facilitating critical reflexivity among the
students and myself, and builds upon the literature on critical pedagogy, the
concept of place, and indigenous and ethnic studies. It is a facilitative learn-
ing tool to recognize and confront inequities and disparities in a specific geo-
graphic community (Trinidad, 2011), and embraces indigenous identities and
ways of knowing that are rooted in place (Johnston-GoodStar et al., 2010). As
an educator, I utilize CIPP as a tool to facilitate social change by acknowledging
unique histories of oppression and resistance, genealogies, and cultural values
perpetuated and expressed in a specific geographic place.

Centering Place and Integrating CIPP with Design Thinking: The Dance

The three major CIPP processes, rooted in geographic place, are: 1) analysis of
power and oppressive forces; 2) indigenization; and 3) sociopolitical develop-
ment through student-community engagement (Trinidad, 2014; 2018). These
processes were deeply integrated in the SINQ course where students, individu-
ally and in groups, used critical self-reflection and reflexivity to consider their
social positionalities and the power dynamics in a given time, place, and space,
while applying the steps of Design Thinking. Because I scaffolded learning
experiences that built upon each other, it was my hope that this reiterative pro-
cess would eventually become second nature.

In the last decade, Design Thinking has become a popular topic, although
sometimes controversial and often misunderstood. While there is still no
widely accepted definition, most agree about the basic principles: iterative pro-
cesses of divergent and convergent thinking and testing, discoveries through
empathetic contextual explorations, and synthesis through intuition, creativity,
and collaboration (Kelley & Kelley, 2013). These principles apply well to busi-
ness, social work, education, and the creation of new things and ideas based on
human needs.Pdf_Folio:215

Case Studies in Critical Reflection | 215

This content downloaded from 
�������������131.252.96.10 on Thu, 06 Oct 2022 18:51:50 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Because of my background in macro social work practice, as the faculty
for SINQ I intentionally integrated CIPP to bridge the foundations of Design
Thinking and its direct application to real world problems and human lived
experiences rooted in Portland. Inherent to CIPP is critical reflexivity, where
the practitioner (in this case, the faculty) keeps ongoing analysis of one’s social
locations and positionalities in the facilitation of a process, including teach-
ing, as well as a generative and parallel process among members of a learning
community. My specific section of the course focused on social issues related
to gentrification, poverty, social sustainability, social justice, and equity. The
course aimed to excite and agitate students about the power of DesignThinking
through hands-on experiences and equip themwith basic skills needed to apply
it to their work. Critical reflexivity was facilitated as students grappled with
building skills that intersect with diversity, ethics/social responsibility, critical
thinking, and communication. Students identified problems they cared about,
crafted their design challenge, engaged in field research, synthesized their find-
ings, brainstormed solutions, and presented their concepts, while expanding
their personal and professional networks.

Critical reflections, written and oral, done individually and/or collectively,
were scaffolded throughout the term. The main assignments included a mix of
critical self-reflections of the readings; an interview with a designer, innovator,
or entrepreneur; a community-based learning design team project; and a “my
designer, innovator, and/or entrepreneur’s philosophy for social change and
equity” paper.This included critical reflections on how epistemology or knowl-
edge production related to poverty is framed based on their stances. Addition-
ally, during each session, through means of a “postcard,” students were invited
to share insights and thoughts on content or process of the session.This allowed
a dialog and a feedback loop between students and faculty. In the final week of
the course, each student evaluated how the term and how the learning experi-
ences impacted their overall journey.

For my part, I kept weekly notes of how each student was generally pro-
gressing in regards to critical awareness. Simultaneously, I noted dynamics
in the context of the learning community, including my own internal reac-
tions and insights. Through time, I engaged with student(s) in person or vir-
tually (email or online domain) through dialog and courageous conversations,
especially when, as a learning community, we collectively were struggling with
the topic area of the week. Critical reflexivity as teaching practice kept me a
couple steps forward in creating space to continuously humanize the journey.

This critical reflexivity helped to humanize each step of Design Thinking.
The factors of CIPP that strengthened my facilitation to humanize the pro-
cess among student learning were that: 1) knowledge building and production
(epistemology) needed to be deconstructed and indigenized in community (i.e.,Pdf_Folio:216
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knowledge is validated with, by, and for the people); 2) knowledge production
needed the nested support from informal and formal mentors and community
partners in the field; it is not an exercise done alone; 3) knowledge production is
sociopolitical; and 4) knowledge production involves emotions. Such engage-
ment with critical reflexivity impacted students’ critical awareness of the power
and privilege of their social positionalities and how oppressive forces may play
out in the process of design thinking. Being aware of such encouraged students
to develop approaches that may alleviate those forces and create change.

Daneen Bergland, Poet and Online Instructor
This section considers the lessons learned from engaging in Critical Self-
Reflection (CSR) as part of a professional development retreat series spon-
sored by University Studies based on the work of Parker Palmer.The reflections
during these workshops, focused on the intersections of self and purpose, led
to valuable insights about myself as an instructor, but also the value of CSR
for learners at all stages of their careers, from general education student to
professional.

Teaching (and Learning) from the “Hidden Wholeness”: A Stance

Though I had practiced CSR at different times in my education and career, my
experience as part of an ongoing series of faculty development workshops rein-
troduced and deepenedmy understanding of it as an important part of my pro-
fessional and teaching practices.

My CSR allowed me to reexamine the internalized narratives about what
it meant to be a teacher and scholar. It helped me further develop the bridge
between my students and myself as learners, to “practice” the kind of think-
ing and reflection I want my students to do, and to do it alongside them, to
some extent disrupting power dynamics and humanizing the online classroom.
It reinforcedmy value of teaching, and helpedme seek out and collaborate with
others interested and engaged in the same kind of reflective work.

I arrived late to academia, returning to pursue an M.A. in poetry writing
after a career in social services. Upon graduating, I was hired as a nontenure
track (NTTF) facultymember whenUniversity Studies was rapidly ramping up
online offerings and needed faculty already skilled in online course develop-
ment and teaching. As a creative writer, not a researcher or scholar, I felt both
intimidated and frustrated by academia’s emphasis on disciplinary knowledge
over teaching ability and expertise. I’d been trained to teachwriting; I knewhow
to create well-organized, engaging online classes, but I wasn’t teaching poetry
writing, my discipline, in my general education courses. I compartmentalized
my identity as a writer, along with my previous career experience, seeing themPdf_Folio:217
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as separate chapters of my life, and mostly irrelevant to the way I taught. This
lack of identity as a scholar was furthered bymy fixed-term contracts that stipu-
lated teaching 36 credits a year, with no expectations of research or publication.
However, the values of the academy, codified in promotion guidelines, made
clear that academic publication and research made someone a “real” professor.
This led me to undervalue my experiences and limit my pursuits of develop-
ment and research opportunities, because I felt I was “just here to teach.”

Switching Positions Between Teacher and Learner: The Dance

In recent years University Studies has offered multiple series of year-long pro-
fessional development workshops for faculty centered on the work of Parker
Palmer and his book The Courage to Teach (2007). In these quarterly, full-day
reflective workshops made up of faculty and administrators associated with
University Studies at all levels, participantswere guided in reflectivewriting and
exercises, through contemplative, creative, and critically reflective practices.

One of the key concepts central to the workshop was that of teaching from
the authentic and integrated self, as teachers who are then able “to weave a com-
plex web of connections among themselves, their subjects, and their students
so that students can learn to weave a world for themselves” (Palmer, 2007, p. 11).
Questions that tappedmore deeply into teaching, beyond content, assignments,
and assessment strategies, were fundamental to self, and asked participants to
consider their intellectual, emotional, and spiritual identities and purpose, not
just as an instructor or administrator, but as a whole person. Questions such as
“When do you feel most alive?” and “What are your gifts and limits?” allowed
participants to consider themselves as a whole person, not only a teacher. Exer-
cises that asked participants to tell stories or explore metaphors related to these
bigger questions of identity and purpose helped us to explore and connect the
experiences and ideas that led to and influenced our teaching and goals, and
particularly resonated with my poet-self.

One of the courses I teach is a junior-level, community-based, fully online,
general education course. Designed by a team as part of an innovation grant,
its intent was to offer more experiential and community-based learning oppor-
tunities for University Studies students and to provide an online pathway at
the junior level of the program. This has been a challenging course to teach
because it is so different from traditional courses, and, like most general educa-
tion classes, students’ experience levels and goals are broad and diverse. During
one session of the Art of Teaching workshop, I wrote the following in response
to the prompt “Describe a time when you felt most alive in your work/place.”
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I’m teaching a course that is new andoutsidemy area of expertise. Because
of it not being content-focused (but, rather a service-learning course) and
because it is so new, I’ve been putting most of my “teaching” efforts into
modelling and facilitating. My expertise in this class comes from my own
experience in service. As a result, I’ve felt compelled to participate almost
like another student, sharingmy own stories and feelings, being very open
and personal in away I’ve never felt comfortablewith before. Part of this is
because these students are upperclassmen and some of them aremy peers
in terms of age and life experience. The power dynamics feel different. As
I’ve tried to figure out what to say to them—needing to be helpful, wise,
fulfill learning goals, I’ve found a new vulnerability. Reading their reflec-
tions is bringing up stuff I’ve forgotten or not revisited from twenty years
ago. I’m remembering especially mistakes I made. Big ones that sort of
haunt me. This, too, contributes to my sense of feeling open, flawed, falli-
ble. In some ways the tenderness seems fertile, like if I am careful with it
and don’t let myself shut down around it, it could lead to an opening up—
it’s a place where reflection can happen. I think we’re less able or likely
to reflect when we’re feeling really confident and comfortable. There’s no
need.

These types of reflections revealed important insights about myself as a person
and instructor, the flaws in some of my assumptions about what is valuable to
my teaching, about the necessity of vulnerability and risk-taking to learning,
and about CSR itself. I was able to remember and relate to the experience of
my students. I was reminded of my own introduction to CSR as an undergrad-
uate in Women’s Studies classes, and my early career in social service. Through
these reflections, I could see my relationship and connection to my students
and the coursework more clearly, not just in terms of who/where I am now,
but who/where I was early in my career, just out of college, where my students
were soon to find themselves. Though it was valuable in terms of content and
technique, it also tapped into my personal history, surfacing my own narra-
tives and tacit knowledge that I could use to connect my teaching to my stu-
dents. Additionally, I could see how the sum of these experiences made me the
unique teacher I am, and saw how my teaching aligned with my goals, inter-
ests, skills, and experiences. I saw how teaching from this “whole self ” served
my students, and also how using these kinds of reflections might help them in
their own lives, connecting service, coursework, career and personal goals to
discover their purpose.
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Because this was a series of workshops that occurred over a period of time,
I developed my practice beyond the one-day workshops, and I was able to
return to some of the murkier, more complicated conflicts and struggles I was
having inside and outside my teaching.

TheCSRwork I’ve assigned tomy students has been a reminder that they are
not blank slates either. Their personal histories and future goals are important
to provide both context and content of their learning, and that of the learn-
ing community. Additionally, sharing my own reflection and risk-taking, being
open about different facets of my life, and drawing connections between these,
my students, and the topics of the course, while encouraging students to do the
same, helped me to humanize the sometimes sterile online learning environ-
ment to one that feels more intimate, peopled with specific and complex indi-
viduals.

Remaining Flexible to Stay Steady: Internal Challenges to
Critical Reflection
As many authors have noted, and we discovered in our experiences, there are a
variety of reasons studentsmay not have the transformative epiphanies we hope
to see (Brookfield, 1995; Finlay, 2008; Fouberg, 2000; Park, 2003). CR is open-
ended and risky for both students and teachers. It’s hard to “teach” or explain. It
is non-linear. It requires a particularly open mindset that takes time to develop.
There are no right answers, and sometimes the “product” doesn’t yield much
new knowledge. Studentsmay resent it as busy-work, use it to justify or support
preconceptions, may be unsettled by findings, or feel disempowered by new
revelations. We recognized from our experience that CR can be emotionally
taxing and takes patience, flexibility, and careful scaffolding. Because of this, it
is important for general education teachers to hold space for it in our curricula,
to practice it alongside students and in collaboration with colleagues.

Shobe realized, in his prompts for reflective journal writing, that he had to
negotiate a balance between tasks that are, “too trivial or easy” and those that
“challenge students with difficult tasks too soon [that] can encourage feelings
of helplessness and a desire to avoid the assignment” (Fouberg, 2000, pp. 198–
199): “I found that paying close attention to the specific needs and abilities of
students is key to the successful use of learning journals.”

Similarly, Bergland cited a lack of depth in some of her students’ reflections:

I’ve struggled to help students who seem unwilling to do more than
the bare minimum, or are unable to move past vague, general, or sur-
face level reflection, repeating themselves or landing on clichés and bro-
mides instead of new insights. I have found it important to remember that
students, especially in general education courses, represent diverse
backgrounds, learning styles, expectations, and levels of experience. As a
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general educator of undergraduates, sometimes I am harvesting, some-
times I am pruning, sometimes I am fertilizing, and sometimes I am just
getting the ground ready for seed.

The process of examining power and privilege was new to many of Trinidad’s
students, and was further complicated by the position and power dynamics
related to authority, discipline, and race:

For some, it was their first time being introduced to such concepts, espe-
cially facilitated by a WPOC. I found students of color and from the
social sciences and humanities embracing the process—feeling refreshed
to reclaim cultural or social identities and positionalities that have been
repressed in their lives, and transformed by the critical awareness har-
nessed through critical reflection. On the other hand, students from the
dominant social groups found such processes annoying, distracting, and
irrelevant. Particularly, students who majored in the hard sciences, busi-
ness, and engineering found this process challenging, indicating that in
their work, “we need not worry about human experiences.” What helped
me reconcile and face this contradiction was a realization that critical
awareness was going to take time among such students. It was a systemic
condition of schooling—students up to this point in their education had
limited opportunities to examine one’s power and privilege.

Trinidad also found the need to remain open and flexible in response to evolv-
ing contexts. Trinidad found,

Humanizing theDesignThinking framework presented challenges forme
as I engaged with this particular subgroup of students. The blind spots
in understanding the human conditions related to poverty needed to be
unpacked. In general, as an instructor, I constantly reminded myself that
knowledge building and production is transformative andmay need time,
more so with some. It required me to internalize the fact that it was my
responsibility tomake space for and validate diverse reactions and behav-
iors along the way.

Creating an Environment for Critical Reflection: External
Challenges
Neoliberalism and corporatization of education, as well as the focus on testing
and measurable outcomes, have created an environment stifling to creativity
and risk-taking, in general. In addition, teaching and learning have taken
a backseat in the competitive and pressurized setting of academia focusedPdf_Folio:221
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on publication and prestige within siloed fields rather than on growth and
development as teachers. In this environment CR, collaboration, interdisci-
plinarity, and general education are undervalued. Elevating the scholarship
of teaching and learning at an institutional level and seeing general educa-
tion more holistically would create an environment more conducive to CR.
Additionally, faculty development is often focused on techniques, methods,
and fixing, whereas CR privileges process, is reiterative, and occurs over time.
To foster CR, departments and programs should offer CR-based development
opportunities and trainings like those mentioned in this article.

We encourage faculty to learn more by reading any of the excellent books
and articles that have been written on CR, to seek out more opportunities to
support and practice CR inworkshops and trainings, and to engage inCR infor-
mally on their own and/or in collaborations with other like-minded faculty or
professionals, including those outside one’s field or department. As Trinidad
notes, collaborating with community partners was important to applying the
concepts of CIPP, supporting her in her own CR process, as well sustaining the
CR practices in her course. Bergland has further integrated CR into her pro-
fessional life, meeting quarterly with a professor from another department, to
practice CSR about their teaching and goals in dialog with one another and
serving on one another’s “personal board of directors.” Indeed, the writing of
this article provided an opportunity for the three of us to share and critically
reflect together as a diverse and interdisciplinary group, a rich learning experi-
ence for us as teachers and professionals.

Connecting and Reimagining: How Critical Reflection is
Important to General Education
Our job as general educators is to draw connections between concepts and
methods across disciplines. Included in the building of this web of knowl-
edge are the perspectives, learning experiences, and goals of the student. Both
Palmer (2007) and Brookfield (1995) acknowledge the role of teaching as a con-
nective activity “creating connections between educational processes, students’
experiences of learning, and what they feel are important concerns in their lives
[. . .]” (Brookfield, p. 43). Critical Reflection is a process to reveal these connec-
tions.

Fundamental to the goals and purpose of higher education is the ability to
break out of one’s own “frame of reference” to think for one’s self, to examine
one’s life, thoughts, knowledge, and actions in their political and social con-
texts; abilities that are, as Mezirow (1998) points out, “essential in the world
of work, in functioning as a citizen in a democracy, and in making responsi-
ble moral decisions in fast-changing societies” (para. 35). He further notes thatPdf_Folio:222
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CR involves imagination and “the capacity to seek out alternatives and look
at things as they could be otherwise [. . .]” (para. 3). In other words CR com-
bines critical thinking and creativity, two values echoed in the habits of mind
and capacities outlined in the VALUE Rubrics of the Association of Ameri-
can Colleges & Universities, and in the University Studies program learning
goals. Additionally, as we are preparing students for procuring and succeed-
ing in the workforce, the metacognitive moves of CR that connect experience
to knowledge are very practical. It employs the ability to illustrate their skills
and distill insights from recalled experiences. In essence, students are flex-
ing the same muscles they are asked to use when writing cover letters, com-
pleting work portfolios, preparing for performance reviews, and when being
interviewed.

Brookfield (1995) reminds us that it is important for teachers to engage in
CR alongside our students, where we can work from “a position of informed
commitment” (p. 23), allowing us to make more clear for ourselves and our
students what we are teaching and why, building trust, and establishing cred-
ibility. Because teaching and learning are ongoing processes, our methods
and rationales must evolve in response to changing contexts. As educators,
we must begin with and return to the questions: Who are the people in
this class and what do they need from it? It can be easy to slide into and
remain in our comfort zones as experts in our fields, teaching the way we
were taught and the content we are most familiar with. But we are not just
geographers, poets, or social workers; we have much more to bring to the
table.

DANEENBERGLAND is a writer and a senior instructor in University Studies at Portland State Univer-
sity, where she teaches general education courses for sophomores on the themes of popular culture
and American identities, and an online, community-based learning course for juniors. Her interests
include online teaching and learning, civic learning and engagement, and media literacy.

HUNTER SHROBE is a cultural and urban geographer and an Associate Professor in the Department
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