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Reflection for Professionalism, Humanness
and Hope
Hairon Salleh

'to participate in meaningful and powerful
reflective practice?

What is Reflection?
Although reflection can simply be associated to
thinking, contemplation or rumination, such
associations may be over-simplistic and ignore
other rich interpretations of the word. Just as
teaching is not simply about conveying
knowledge and having pupils complete their
wor books and worksheets, reflection goes
beyond simply 'to think about something'. At
the basic level, reflection is "a mental process
which takes place out of the stream of action,
looking forward or (usually) back to actions that
have taken place" (Louden, 1991, p. 148).

Introduction
The word 'reflection' is not an uncommon word
to many teachers and school leaders, but yet
its value and potential is in my opinion often
underestimated for understandable reasons.
On the one hand, schools are such busy
organisations providing an increasing gamut of
activities for pupils that expecting educators to
do quality reflection is considered a mockery or
an offence. On the other hand, some educators
rightfully observe that they are already
practicing reflection on a daily basis in the
midst of their professional practice, and thus
frown at the suggestion that teachers are not
reflecting enough. In this article, I wish to
answer three questions. First, what is
'reflection'? Second, why 'reflect'? Third, how

Three key constituents of reflection can be
observed from Louden's definition. Reflection
has to do with (1) thinking about (2) actions that
(3) have taken place or about to take place For
example, when a teacher plans for the coming
week's lessons, he or she is engagee in
reflection. He or she thinks back to the actions
that had taken place in the past week, and
make meaning from those actions. Both
successful and failed, or positive and negative,
experiences provide meaningf I lessons for the
teacher. These meaningful lessons, coupled
with what is expected of the curriculum for the

Object

Subject
(observer)

(observed)
... includes living and
non-living things

Subject-Object Mediation
(observation method)

Diagram 1: Domains of Social Reality
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coming week, would help him or her make
plans for the coming week. Of course, the
quality of this reflective routine varies from
individual to individual and from one situation to
another.

inquisitive and skeptical of the way the
observer makes observations. The following
questions are examples:
• Is my observation only one interpretation
out of a variety of others?
•

The quality of reflection is however dependent
on the degree of 'criticality' within three
domains of social reality: being critical of the
object of observation; being critical of the
method of observation (the subject-object
mediation); and being critical of the subject of
observation (Diagram 1).

/

1. Being Critical of the Object of
Observation

Being critical of the object of observation refers
to being inquisitive ane skeptical with what I
observe - taking on a questioning stance to
what I observe. The following case attempts to
illustrate this.

•

•

Was he surprised because he was
expecting a longer quiz time? If so, why?

•

Was he more disappointed than surprised
that the fun time did not last for a longer
time? If so, why?

•

Was his unhappiness an expression of his
unhappiness that his revenge on the girls
was short-lived?

•

Perhaps, the tum of event was too sudden,
and James was denied time to celebrate
their victory.

in

my

How would an interview with James or other
boys help me understand the situation
better?

•

How different would the opinion of girls be in
contrast to boys?

3. Being Critical of the Subject of
Observation

Being critical of the subject of observation
refers to being inquisitive and skeptical with the
observer - in other words, being self-critical.
The following questions are examples:
•
•

•

•

•

The teacher then asks the following questions:
Why was James surprised?

Did I miss out other pupils
' observation?

•

During reflection, a teacher recalls an event
that had taken place in class:
Teacher
: Okay, that's very good Shankar.
The boys scored 11 points. (A
quiz as a trigger activity)
Pupils (Boys) :Yes! Yes!
Teacher
:Right, let's now take out your
workbook ...
James (pupil) : (Surprised) Uh? That's it, ah.

•

Did I miss out other cues that James
exhibited before and after this incident?

Am I reading too much into the situation?
What personal assumptions and beliefs
have affected my judgement of this
situation?
Do I have any prejudice against or
favouritism with James, or the boys in
general?
Do my past experiences with James have
any impact in my interpretation of his
action?
Is my assumption that quizzes increase
pupils' motivation accurate?

From the above illustration, the quality of
reflection is influenced by the extent a d depth
of criticality of social reality.
Besides attention to quality, the forms of
reflection equally provide meaningful insight
into the notion of reflection. IPl this regard,
Louden (1991) provides four categories of
reflection: introspection, replay and rehearsal,
enquiry and spontaneit . The following
summarizes these categories along with
examples taken from my personal experiences
as an educator (Table 1).

2. Being Critical of the Method of
Observation

Both the quality apd forms of reflection are
useful tools for educators who are keen on
being reflective practitioners. However, they

Being critical of the method of observation
(subject-object mediation) refers to being
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FORMS OF
REFLECTION

DESCRIPTION

EXAMPLES

Introspection

Involves looking inwards and
reconsidering one's thoughts
and feelings.

At the end of a hectic and tiring week, a
teacher reflectively questions, "Why do I
feel disheartened and disenchanted about
teaching?"

Replay and
Rehearsal

Involves teachers' discourse ·
(knowledge, understanding, or
meaning) about events
(actions) that had occurred or
the possibility of future actions.
It is close to Schon's reflectionon-action (Schon, 1983).

By end of the week, a teacher reflects on
critical incidents of the past week, "Why
was the class noisier when Kevin speaks
in class?" (replay) or reflects on what will
take place in the coming week, "Will the
class be quieter if Kevin is denied of
speaking freely?" (rehearsal)

Enquiry

Involves a deliberate
movement between action and
discourse about action suggesting that reflection on
discourse about actions ought
to result in future changed
actions.

Upon reflecting that the class was noisier
when Kevin was given more opportunity
to speak in class (discourse about action),
the teacher decides to act, "This coming
week I will minimise the opportunities for
Kevin to speak freely so the class will be
quieter." (action)

Spontaneity

Involves a tacit reflection which
takes place within the stream of
experience. It is close to
Schon's reflection-in-action
(Schon, 1983).

While teaching pupils on improper
fractions, the teacher observes that the
faces of half the class were
expressionless, and thought, "Why are
these faces expressionless? Bored? Too
easy? Distracted?"
l

Note : Modified illustration of Louden's (1991) forms of reflection

Table 1: Forms of Reflection

only pertain to the technological aspect of
reflection - in other words, ·he means to an
end. Furthermore, too muct1 emphasis on the
means could result in the means becoming the
end in itself. The next le el of consciousness
relating to reflection th s ought to focus on the
purposes of reflection.

Why Reflect?
The focus of my presentation is on the
purposes of reflection within the scope of the
education pro ession , and thus relating it to the
notion of 'pr0fessionalism '. Using three related
characteristics of professionalism espoused by
Battery (1997) - comRetence, autonomy and
altruism - reflection in my view serves three
purposes:

1. To guard our professional knowledge base
(competence)
2. To guara our humanness (autonomy)
3. To guard our calling (altruism)

1. Guarding our Professional Knowledge
Base (Competence)
Although
the
wo rd
'competence'
or
'competencies' usually relates to ed cators'
behavioural traits, actions or practi es, it often
neglects theories about teaching and learning
or their professional knowledge base which in
my view has a very significant influence over
educators' practice. In this regard , I challenge
the often-quo ed phrase that "structure drives
behaviour" because it under-values the human
person and human consciousness. The

neglect of theories residing in the human
consciousness
or
mind
is
however
understandable as theories usually exist at the
unconscious and abstract level, thus making
their articulation very difficult.

to recognise and respect each other 's
strengths and differences. In addition, Mrs Gow
believes that pupils develop a greater sense of
responsibility towards the group as a
community. In terms of pedagogy, pupils will
engage in a deeper level of thinking as
knowledge is constructed through multiple
views. Mrs Gow believes that helping pupils to
become self-responsible will in the long-term
add-value to not only their learning, but also
test and examination scores.

In addition to this, the little emphasis placed on
educators' professional knowledge base is
also an unintended consequence of the
increasing intensification of work in schools.
Educators rightly perceive that they do not
have the luxury of time to build up their
professional knowledge base. In the worse
case, educators may perceive that there is
little need to establish a rigorous professional
knowledge base because it takes place
outside school and within the scope of inservice training, and that common sense
knowledge is sufficient 'to get the job done'.

for
be

Miss Pow preferred the rows of pairs as she
believes that pupils will be better behaved; the
completion of syllabus will not be slowed down;
and the monitoring of pupils' work is easier in
contrast to group work. She believes that
getting pupils disciplined and engaged in their
work would eventually help pupils to be
prepared for tests and examinations. Miss Pow
believes that pupils need to be closely
monitored and controlled so that time spent in
learning in the classroom is not wasted.

Notwithstanding the problems that have been
presented, I propose that the importance of
rigorous professional knowledge base cannot
be emphasised enough. first, the quality of our
professional practice depends on the quality of
our professional knowledge base. Second, its
unconscious existence does not mean its
powerlessness. In contrary, our professional
knowledge base is silently and powerfully
influencing and directing our day-to-day
decisions and practices. What follows is an
illustration to give flesh to my argument.

What I want to raise in the above illustration is
that educators ' assumptions, beli~fs and
theories about teaching and learning do have a
powerful influence over day-to-day classroom
practices. When an educator engages in
reflection he or she questions the theories
about teaching and learning to see if they
match with practical realities. If they do not,
refinements will be made to his or her theories.
Tihis process ensures that his or her
professional knowledge base is continually
being developed and refined. However, the
rigour of this process is dependent on the
quality of reflection.

Mrs Gow is the form teacher of Primary 5G and
Miss Pow the form teacher of Primary 5P. Both
classes are comparable in character - 40
pupils per class; mixed ability; EM2 stream;
and equal number of boys and girls. However,
the seating arrangements of both classes vary
significantly. The tables and chairs of 5G are
arranged in groups of 4 pupils sitting together
and all groups are well spread out across the
class, while 5P are arranged in rows of 4 where
each row comprises of 5 pairs of pupils sitting
back to back.

2. Guarding our Humanness (Autonomy)
Autonomy in the context of professionalism is
the educator's ability to make his or her own
decision affecting his or her working co ditions
and outcomes. This privilege has been
entrusted to the profession by the community
based on the competence or expertise of the
profession. The degree of .autonomy is
therefore dependent on the degree of trust
given to the profession. Thus, it is not difficult to
see that the degree of autonomy is also
dependent on the degree f rigour that

Mrs Gow prefers the groups of 4 because she
believes that cooperative learning helps to
boost the self-esteem of pupils through shared
learning as opposed to competitive learning. In
cooperative learning, pupils learn not only to
work together and rely on each other, but also
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educators uphold regarding their professional

and theories in relation to the world around us.

knowledge base.

Reflection is not only a necessity to be human ,
but also a way of living that has powerful
impact upon the lives of others as well as our
own.

In the coliltext of philosophy, autonomy is
closely related to the notion of consciousness.
Paulo Freire (1972) , a staunch believer in
human freedom, maintained that while humans

3. Guarding our Calling (Altruism)

have capacity to be 'in the world' and 'with the
world ', animals only have the former. To be 'in · Altruism is the sense of calling and
commitment to serve the community or society
the world' is to be conjoined with nature or our
to reach a certain ideal that professionals hold
surroundings, which humans and animals are
on to regarding what a good life is. In the case
capable of doing. However, animals cannot be
of education the calling for educators could
'with the world ' as they are unable to objectify
the orld. Animals live a life without time and
broadly be su med up as to develop each
are "submerged in life with no possibility of learner to his or her full potential in all aspects
emerging from it" (p. 28) .
of life. This will inevitably vary from one context ·
to another. Although most educators could
Humans however can stand at a distance to
objectify themselves and the world around.
They have the power to be conscious of
themselves and their surroundings, and thus
their
to think about and transform
surroundings. The materialisation of this
consciousness is however contingent on our

vouch allegiance to this calling, it somehow
loses its anchoring along the way for reasons
that are often not looked at seriously.

ability to reflect upon our assumptions, beliefs

demands which have been increasing in time.

One main reason for educators to jettison
altruism in our professional practice is due to
our coping mechanism in response to work

ROUTINES

DESCRIPTION OF REFLECTIVE PRACTICE

Weekly Lesson
Planning

Reflect on the experiences of the past one week, and write critical
learning moments in a diary or a section in the record book (1 0-15 mins).

Contact Time

Individually reflect on a particular topic or issue (5 mins), and followed by
verbal reflection with another teacher on the same issue or topic (10 mins).

Departmental
Meeting

Engage in collaborative reflection relating to the effectiveness of
strategies that had been implemented for the past month (20-30 mins),
followed by a documentation of learning moments in the minutes of
meeting (15 mins).

Marking

At the completion of a marking assignment, immediately reflect key
learning points relating to the marking. Record these learning points in a
diary or marking notebook so as to help in the monitoring of pupils'
progress (1 0 mins).

Teaching

In the midst of classroom teaching, capture critical learning moments on
sticky notes. For example, "Some pupils may not understand model
drawings." These notes could be stuck onto the pages ot a diary or record
book (1 min), and could be used for discussion during level meetings or
weekly lesson planning.

Table 2: Examples of Reflection Routines
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Our need for efficiency has at times remove
time and space to think and talk about issues
of equality of opportunities and fairness in our
highly competitive education structure, or just
the issue of quality per se. Basic survival has
become educators' basic instinct.

and
society
s hold
e case
could
each
context
could
reasons

jettison
due to
to work
in time.

Yet another form of abuse is to use reflection in
a limited way- that is, to solely solve problems
such as "How to help my students pass
Mathematics?" In this regard, and in support of
Habermas' notion of 'knowledge-constitutive
interests' (1972), I propose that reflection
adopts the stance of not only to technically
control the environment to meet basic needs,
but also to gain mutual understanding of
people, and to free oneself and others from
forces of domination. Hence, asking oneself,
"How to help my students pass Mathematics?"
also requires asking "What is it I need to know
about my students to help them pass
Mathematics?" and "What disenabling
conditions need to be removed and enabling
conditions to be put in place in order to help my
students pass Mathematics?"

With this backdrop, I see the excellent use of
reflection to not only cope with, but also resolve
the problems of ever increasing workload.
Within a constantly changing education
landscape that demands effective and efficient
use of already strained resources, each
educator must become strategic thinkers
exercising professional judgement regarding
how best to use resources in view of micro and
macro goals of the organisation. Such
professional judgement is however not based
on instinct but careful critical reflection. It is
within critical reflection that hope for the
nurturing of educators' calling is found.

My third and last assertion is that within
reflection resides the imaginary hope for the
transformation of a better world. If no one in the
past had imagined that humans could fly like
birds in the air, we would not have invented
airplanes. Likewise, educators cannot collapse
to current pressure of demands and give up
imagining or envisioning a better society
through better education, and learning and
working condition.

Conclusion
I conclude by challenging the assumption that
doing reflection is another method that further
demand time on educators- time to think and
time to write down thoughts. My first assertion
is that reflection is less a method of problemsolving than a way of life - to reflect is only
human. This leads on to my second assertion
that reflection should flow seamlessly in all our
actions. There is a symbiotic relationship
between reflecting and acting. The table below
illustrates how educators, specifically teachers,
could take advantage of current routines to
engage in individual and/or collective reflection.
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A cautionary note however needs to be made
explicit with regard to the potenti~l abuse of
reflection. Practitioners cannot be imposed to
do reflection as this would unintentionally
contradict and clearly violate the purposes of
reflection. Although time and space could be
allocated
for
reflection,
practitioners
themselves need to recognise the value of it
and themselves make strategic decisions to
engage in reflective practice. Attempts at
imposing practitioners to engage in reflection
would result in effectively transforming it into a
disempowering and dehumanising tool.
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