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Levels of Reflection in Student Teacher Digital Portfolios: 1 

A Matter of Sociocultural Context? 2 

Reflection is recognised as a significant goal in teacher education.   Digital portfolios have 3 
considerable potential for developing teacher reflective capacities, but more research is needed for 4 
documenting the content and quality of the reflections within it and for understanding the factors 5 
related to its occurrence.  Many schemes of analyses have been developed.  However, they do not 6 
accord sufficient attention to the situated nature of reflection and the sociocultural context within 7 
which reflection occurs.  In this study, we seek to analyse and understand student teacher 8 
reflections as captured in digital portfolios.  We propose using a lens that combines both Valli’s 9 
(1997) framework on types of reflection and a situative perspective.  Results suggest that student 10 
teachers do not typically reflect at deep levels, unless the situation legitimizes or privileges it, even 11 
if they may be able to do so.   Findings are discussed in relation to contextual factors.  It is surmised 12 
that student teacher reflections may be tied to the sociocultural context in which they learn and in 13 
which reflection is enacted. 14 
 15 

Introduction 16 

 17 

Reflection on one’s own perceptions, beliefs, experiences and practices is a fundamental activity 18 

for all teachers, including those in initial teacher preparation programmes.  Reflection enables 19 

student teachers to alter their prior conceptions and to refine their thinking about pedagogy 20 

(Calandra et al., 2008; Schön, 1987).  Teachers who are reflective, constantly monitor and inquire 21 

into their practice, are discerning, and hold themselves accountable for their students.  They strive 22 

for continual improvement and engage in lifelong learning.   Reflective teachers look back on 23 

events, make judgments, and alter teaching behaviours in view of new insights, research, evidence 24 

and experiences, improving their professional practice and deepening self-knowledge in the 25 

process (Çetin et al., 2019; Sellars, 2012; Valli, 1997).  Unreflective teachers on the other hand, 26 

are merely skilled technicians.  They are limited in their ability to make good decisions, and to 27 

alter their actions (Valli, 1997).   28 

 29 

Digital portfolios are often cited as one of the most important tools for developing prospective 30 

teachers’ reflective thinking (Çetin et al., 2019).  Barrett (2010) describes reflection as being the 31 

‘heart and soul of a portfolio’.  The effectiveness of digital portfolios lies in how it allows student 32 

teachers to document their practice, and how it encourages self-evaluation (Barbera, 2009; 33 

Hallman, 2007).  Digital portfolios assist student teachers to engage in different dimensions of 34 
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reflection and to reflect at higher levels through the provision of scaffolds such as structure, 35 

deliberate prompts, and trigger questions which support student teachers to come to terms with, 36 

make explicit and question their own beliefs (Larrivee, 2008).  Reflective practice through digital 37 

portfolios can deepen and integrate learning, advance higher-order thinking and help construct 38 

purposeful identities (Eynon & Gambino, 2017).    Learners aggregate and reflect on multiple 39 

perspectives and sources of information, evaluating them to reconsider his or her own 40 

understanding (Buyarski et al., 2017).  It provides a platform for students to synthesize and 41 

integrate their learning, and to make connections across disparate elements of their education. This 42 

can foster the habit of integrative thinking, and through reflection, students become 43 

metacognitively aware of the processes of synthesis (Veneruso et al., 2017). 44 

 45 

Prior literature offers few insights for understanding the nature of reflection in digital portfolios 46 

(e.g., Mansvelder-Longayroux et al., 2008; Thomas & Liu, 2012).  More research is needed to 47 

understand the content and the quality of student teacher reflections within the portfolios and for 48 

understanding the factors related to its occurrence (Sultana et al., 2020).   49 

 50 

Context of the Study 51 

 52 

In this paper, we examine student teachers’ digital portfolio reflections.  The student teachers were 53 

enrolled in IOD (a pseudonym), a teacher education institution in Singapore.  In Singapore, there 54 

is a close partnership between IOD and the Ministry of Education as well as schools.  The Ministry 55 

of Education is the lead agency and is responsible for establishing the goals of the educational 56 

system.  IOD is one of the key enablers who is responsible for translating the educational policies 57 

into practices in ways that ensure the goals are achieved.  For IOD, this means that the teacher 58 

education programmes and practices take guidance from by the wider educational policies of the 59 

ministry (Low & Tan, 2017).  At the same time, IOD and the Ministry function within the 60 

economic, political, cultural and historical backdrop of the nation of Singapore, at any particular 61 

point in time (e.g., Loh & Hu, 2019; Placier et. al., 2016).   62 

 63 
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During the time of the study, IOD had just completed a major programme review.  While previous 64 

reviews had affirmed the nature of IOD’s teacher education programmes, this most recent review 65 

sought to build on existing strengths in order to further raise IOD’s standards of excellence 66 

(removed for blind review).  As part of the review, greater emphasis was placed on the theory-67 

practice nexus through emphasis on reflection and inquiry projects and added importance was put 68 

on developing 21st century education professionals with strong teacher identity, values, skills and 69 

knowledge (Loh & Hu, 2019; removed for blind review).   70 

 71 

One of the key initiatives of the review involved the introduction of the digital portfolio.  The 72 

student teachers were introduced to the digital portfolio from the beginning of the initial teacher 73 

preparation programme. They were encouraged to maintain it and use it as a tool and site for 74 

reflecting on their learning and professional practice throughout the period of their candidature.  A 75 

broad framework was given to student teachers to anchor the content of their portfolios. The 76 

framework included but were not limited to sections where student teachers were to include 77 

information about themselves and their teaching philosophy; reflections on what they learned in 78 

their courses at IOD, school teaching experiences, community and service-learning experiences, 79 

and personal and professional development courses at IOD.  They were given some autonomy in 80 

the design of their portfolios, albeit within the broad framework, and to determine the content to 81 

be selected for placement in this platform.   82 

 83 

In this paper, we conduct an analysis of the content of student teachers’ digital portfolio reflections 84 

and the level of their reflections.  We focus on what student teachers reflect on, the depth and 85 

quality of their reflections, and the features of the sociocultural context that the reflections may be 86 

related to.  We adopt a combination of Valli’s (1997) levels of reflection and a situated perspective 87 

on reflection, which views reflection as being intricately connected with a sociocultural context, 88 

rather than an activity that occurs independently within an individual’s mind.   89 

 90 

 91 
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Current Frameworks for Analysing Reflection  92 

 93 

Reflection occurs in varying degrees across individuals.  This suggests a need for a framework that 94 

specifies the levels of reflection at which a person operates (Chamoso & Cáceres, 2009).  Many 95 

different schemes of analyses have been developed to determine the types of reflection engaged in 96 

by teachers and student teachers (e.g., Choy & Oo, 2012; Cotter & Ward, 2004; Hatton & Smith, 97 

1995; Jay & Johnson, 2002; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005; Larrivee, 2008; Valli, 1997; Zeichner & 98 

Liston, 1987).  For example, following the work of Dewey (1933) and Habermas (1972), van 99 

Manen (1977) proposes three levels of reflectivity which form a hierarchical structure: technical 100 

reflection, interpretive or deliberative reflection, and critical reflection.  Technical reflection 101 

emphasises the faithful application of established knowledge and best practices.  Interpretive or 102 

deliberative reflection focuses on understanding the learning experience from multiple angles and 103 

being cognizant of biases and assumptions, while critical reflection focuses on the value of the 104 

experiences.  105 

 106 

Since van Manen (1977) introduced the three stages of reflection, an interest in determining levels 107 

of reflection has dominated the literature.  Many authors have subsequently suggested similar 108 

hierarchical representations of reflections with some variations in terminology and number of 109 

levels (Leijen et al., 2012).  In an expanded and one of the most omnibus frameworks, Valli (1997) 110 

suggests that there are at least five different types of reflection which can be included within a 111 

teacher education program and adds that it would be useful to student teachers if they were.  These 112 

five orientations are: (i) technical reflection, (ii) reflection-in and on-action, (iii) deliberative 113 

reflection, (iv) personalistic reflection, and (v) critical reflection.  Each orientation comprises two 114 

dimensions: content for reflection and quality of reflection.  Content for reflection refers to what 115 

teachers think about; quality of reflection refers to how they think about their teaching – the 116 

processes of thinking they go through (Valli, 1997) (also see Table 2).  Technical reflection focuses 117 

narrowly on the domain of teaching techniques or skills.  One’s actions are directed via a 118 

straightforward application of research on teaching.  Teachers judge their own teaching 119 

performance based on externally imposed criteria and standards. Reflection-on-action is the 120 

retrospective thinking occurring after a lesson, while reflection-in-action refers to the spontaneous, 121 

intuitive decisions made during the act of teaching.  Each teacher’s identity and classroom context 122 
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provide the source of knowledge for reflective action.  The teacher’s voice is regarded as expert 123 

rather than the researcher’s.  Reflection-in and on-action values experience and practical, craft 124 

knowledge.  Deliberative Reflection emphasises decision-making based on a variety of sources 125 

including research, experience, the advice of other teachers, personal beliefs and values, subject 126 

matter, the context and culture of the school.  Multiple voices and perspectives are heard.  Quality 127 

of reflection is judged by the teachers’ abilities to weigh competing claims and to rationalise 128 

decisions.  Personalistic Reflection emphasises personal growth and relational issues, where 129 

teachers consciously link their personal and professional lives.  Teachers think about their 130 

personhood and how being a teacher helps them accomplish their life goals.  They would also think 131 

about all aspects of their students’ lives.  The quality of their reflection is determined by their 132 

ability to empathize.  Critical Reflection is the only form of reflection that explicitly views the 133 

school and school knowledge as political constructions.  The aim of critical reflection is not just 134 

understanding, but improving the quality of life of disadvantaged groups.  The content for 135 

reflection includes ways in which schools and teachers contribute to social injustices and inequality 136 

and ways in which they can help overcome these inequities.  The quality of teacher reflection is 137 

determined by the teachers’ ability to apply ethical criteria to the goals and processes of schooling.   138 

 139 

Hatton and Smith (1995) caution against viewing the different levels of reflection in an 140 

“increasingly desirable hierarchy”.   This is because different contexts in education may lend 141 

themselves more to different types of reflection, a point to which Valli (1997) herself seems to 142 

have recognised (Spalding, Wilson, & Mewborn, 2002).  The levels of reflection should thus be 143 

viewed as differing viewpoints but on equal footage (Leijen et al., 2012; Spalding, Wilson, & 144 

Mewborn, 2002). 145 

 146 

While more recent frameworks have since emerged (e.g., Choy & Oo, 2012; Cotter & Ward, 2004; 147 

Jay & Johnson, 2002; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005; Larrivee, 2008), Valli’s framework is still 148 

considered a pioneer in the field of reflective thinking for teachers (Carey, 2017).  Valli (1997) 149 

remains interesting and useful to us, because not only is it well-established, but it is also specific 150 

for teacher education. Valli (1997) offers a comprehensive framework that allows us to adequately 151 

capture the fine-grained nuances of our student teacher reflections as captured in their digital 152 
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portfolios, points to which Minott (2008) concur.  As a systematic and analytic framework in 153 

nature, it allows teacher educators to anticipate and understand activities occurring during the 154 

reflective process and is practical in that it allows for the provision of feedback on a student 155 

teachers’ depth of reflection, thus enabling teacher educators to encourage reflection at different 156 

levels (Saric & Steh, 2017).   157 

 158 

Towards a Situative View of Student Teacher Reflections 159 

 160 

To date, many theoretical frameworks have been developed to allow teacher educators to assess 161 

the content and quality of reflections (Lane et al., 2014).  In these frameworks, reflection is 162 

conceptualised as being a primarily cognitive activity.  It is unclear how the process is related to 163 

settings and events across time (Ottesen, 2007).  More attention should be accorded to the social 164 

contexts of teacher reflective practices (Hoffman-Kipp et al., 2003) and better ways to 165 

conceptualise reflection are necessary (Dalsgaard, 2020).   166 

 167 

Reynolds and Vince (2004) represent reflection as being a ‘socially situated, political, collective 168 

process’ (Reynolds & Vince, 2004, p. 6) that occurs within social and organisational contexts.  It 169 

is not an individual, psychological process (Bruno et al., 2011).  This suggests that when 170 

conceptualising reflection, it is necessary to consider how characteristics of the sociocultural 171 

context are associated with the content and levels of reflection (e.g, Valli, 1997; Kelly, 2006).  172 

These may include the interaction of the tasks in which they are engaged, the contexts in which 173 

they work (Calderhead, 1989), and different settings such as histories, sociocultural and national 174 

contexts, that could result in distinct albeit no less beneficial ways of reflection (Lampert-Shepel, 175 

2008). 176 

 177 

In this regard, researchers have provided evidence of student teachers’ reflections varying 178 

according to the nature of the sociocultural context in which they were engaged (Izumi-Taylor et 179 

al., 2010; Körkkö et al., 2016; Lampert-Shepel, 2008; Van Der Westhuizen & Smith, 2000).  180 



7 
 

Despite longstanding recognition that it is important to look beyond the individual when seeking 181 

to understand reflection (e.g., Chamoso & Cáceres, 2009; Hatton & Smith, 1995; Jay & Johnson, 182 

2002; Valli, 1997; Zeichner & Wray, 2001), and more recent empirical evidence demonstrating 183 

the role of the sociocultural setting (e.g., Leijen et al., 2012), this notion has not yet made sufficient 184 

headway in the area of reflection in teacher education.  More research is still needed on how best 185 

to conceptualise reflection in context and how best to frame and represent it (Daalsgard, 2020).   186 

 187 

The situated cognition movement emphasises the important contextual and social aspects of 188 

cognition (e.g., Anderson et al., 1997).  Situations and circumstances constitute a basis for 189 

understanding learning and cognition, influencing not only acquisition but also expression.  The 190 

circumstances in which knowledge is appropriated is influential in determining the likely prospect 191 

of subsequent redeployment to other situations and settings.  How learning is expressed is further 192 

dependent on the circumstances of its expression and what is privileged in social practice (e.g., 193 

Billett, 1996).  The employment of a situative perspective allows for empirical investigation of 194 

reflective thought as embedded in and emerging from people’s engagement in social activities, 195 

which are positioned within a sociocultural-historical context (e.g., Kelly, 2006; Shokouhi et al., 196 

2015).  As such, reflection needs to be considered situationally, being related to the circumstances 197 

of enactment (Dalsgaard, 2018).   198 

 199 

The contextual settings within which an individual participates can be represented as systems of 200 

different scales.  These may range from daily interpersonal interactions to large institutional 201 

initiatives (Larsen, 2019).  One way to view the different contexts would be to use Cole’s (1995) 202 

‘garden-as-culture’ metaphor.  Cole’s metaphor broadly suggests that just as culture, the garden is 203 

dependent on the larger ecological system within which it is embedded.  This requires 204 

simultaneously attending to what transpires inside the system and what transpires around it.   205 

 206 

Beyond the digital portfolios that student teachers employ, student teachers’ reflection should 207 

therefore be understood as being situated in systems such as teacher education programs, 208 

classrooms, schools; each of which are intertwined with cultural and political conditions of the 209 
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time (e.g., Hoffman-Kipp et al., 2003).  From this standpoint, Valli’s (1997) theoretical frame may 210 

then be understood to be placed within a series of concentric circles (cf., Cole, 1995; Lim, 2007; 211 

Lim & Hang, 2003) each representing a broadening level of social context.  Student teacher 212 

orientations to reflection should then be understood in the context of the digital portfolio, and in 213 

the context of the teacher education system which exists within the context of the broader 214 

educational, political and cultural landscape (see Figure 1). 215 

 216 

From this perspective, student teacher reflections are understood to be situated within the digital 217 

portfolio tool that they are using.  But beyond that, their reflection is understood to reside within 218 

the broader context of the teacher education system at IOD, the educational system of Singapore, 219 

with her economic and political landscape and her culture and history at that point in time (Authors, 220 

removed for blind review).  Conditions as these provide the backdrop against which student teacher 221 

reflections occurred.  The research questions for this paper are: (i) What do student teachers reflect 222 

on in their digital portfolios and at what levels of reflection?  (ii)  What factors of the sociocultural 223 

context are their reflections related to? 224 

 225 

_________ 226 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 227 

 228 

Methods 229 

 230 

A total of 489 reflection pieces were collated from the digital portfolios of 46 student teachers over 231 

a period of three years, who had given consent to share their entire portfolio with the research team.  232 

All participating student teachers were enrolled in the Post-Graduate Diploma Programme from 233 

2010-2013 and composed their reflections on the digital portfolio throughout their one-year 234 

program.  They were training to teach at the secondary and junior college levels.  Ethical clearance 235 

was obtained from the University's Institutional Review Board prior to the conduct of the study.    236 

 237 
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The unit of analysis was a reflection piece, defined as an individual entry of reflective writing 238 

posted on the digital portfolio.  All the reflection pieces in the student teachers’ portfolios 239 

generated across the entire period of their initial teacher preparation programme were analysed.  240 

Each piece of reflection was read and the reflection data was analysed according to the research 241 

questions and utilizing content analytic procedures.   242 

 243 

Open coding was carried out manually as a form of preliminary analysis. The codes were examined 244 

and sorted according to similarities and differences, and broader categories of codes were 245 

identified.  For example, codes such as “beliefs about teaching and learning”, and “teaching 246 

principles” were grouped together and from this group of codes, the broader category of “Teaching 247 

Philosophy” emerged.  Initial categories that emerged were used to code the remaining data and 248 

continuously refined as coding proceeded. Through this process, a total of ten content categories 249 

were established. Each reflection piece was analysed to identify the types of content present, and 250 

categorised based on the ten content categories.     251 

 252 

To allow for further sensemaking of the disparate reflection pieces, various reflective frameworks 253 

were considered.  It was determined that they did not adequately convey our findings.  254 

Subsequently, it was ascertained that Valli’s (1997) framework of teacher reflection was best 255 

suited as a guide with which to code and to represent the nuances of the student teachers’ levels of 256 

reflection.  Accordingly, the specific types of content categories for each reflection piece were 257 

then sorted according to the broader contents of reflection and levels of reflection based on 258 

definitions in Valli’s (1997) framework.   259 

 260 

Interviews with student teachers were conducted as part of the larger study.  Of the student teachers 261 

who agreed to share their digital portfolio with the research team, 28 of them agreed to be 262 

interviewed.  The interview data were read through to see if they could shed additional light on the 263 

research questions.  Relevant segments of interview data were used to validate the interpretations 264 

of reflection data where available, and are presented in the results section.   265 

Results 266 

(i) What do student teachers reflect on in their digital portfolio and at what levels of reflection?   267 
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Analyses pertaining to the content of student teachers’ reflections revealed 10 codes.  As can be 268 

seen from Table 1 below, student teachers at IOD reflected on (i) lesson preparation, (ii) lesson 269 

delivery; (iii) classroom management; (iv) student engagement; (v) student empathy and 270 

understanding; (vi) personal growth and learning; (vii) their teaching philosophy; (viii) their 271 

teacher identity; (ix) their values; and (x) the education system. 272 

__________ 273 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 274 

__________ 275 

 276 

Through analysing the content of the student teachers’ reflections in the digital portfolios, we 277 

analysed the quality of the reflection that emerged using Valli’s (1997) scheme on reflective levels.  278 

Table 2 presents excerpts from student teacher reflections that illustrate each of the levels.   279 

 280 

____________ 281 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE 282 

____________  283 
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We then counted the frequencies of occurrence for the different levels of reflection.  Table 3 284 

presents the frequency counts of the different levels of reflection found in the student teacher 285 

digital portfolios. 286 

________ 287 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE 288 

_______ 289 

The level of reflection that occurred most frequently was personalistic reflection.  This was 290 

followed by technical reflection.  Reflection on-action and in-action was next in terms of frequency 291 

levels followed by deliberative reflection and then critical reflection.   292 

 293 

Deeper analysis of the different levels showed that within the category of personalistic reflection, 294 

our student teachers reflected on their own personal growth and learning, expressed their teacher 295 

identity and beliefs about teaching and learning in terms of their teaching philosophy and 296 

demonstrated learner-centred values such as student empathy and understanding.  Here, student 297 

teachers pointed to the section on the teaching philosophy in their digital portfolio as being a useful 298 

trigger and scaffold for their personalistic reflections.  As MKK (a pseudonym) puts it in the 299 

interview: ‘Because [the digital portfolio] sort of structures our thinking and to reflect. There is 300 

one part Teaching Philosophy, when I see this tab, I really have to think about it.’ 301 

 302 

Technical reflection occurred next most frequently.  According to Valli (1997), technical reflection 303 

places as its emphases the techniques or skills involved in teaching, and is governed primarily by 304 

external guidelines and rules based on research.  Student teachers reflected on issues related to 305 

lesson preparation, lesson delivery such as assessment and feedback and student engagement 306 

issues, and classroom management.  Similar in content to technical reflections, but occurring less 307 

frequently, was the orientation to reflecting on and in-action.  Here, student teachers reflected on 308 

their experiences on lesson planning, lesson delivery, classroom management and student 309 

engagement issues.  When asked to describe and explain their reflection process, the student 310 

teachers suggested in their interviews, that their orientations to reflection were governed by factors 311 
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such as the context of learning at IOD that emphasised theory versus the context of teaching 312 

practicum that emphasised practice and experience: 313 

 314 

AXS (a pseudonym):  Before practicum, the reflection was more theoretically based. 315 
And I keep linking it to theories. But during the practicum itself, the reflection was 316 
mostly focused on students, like why were these certain strategies not work; how 317 
could these certain strategies be improved. It doesn't really fall back much on 318 
theories, but rather what could be improved and what could be done in the 319 
classroom.     320 

AXS further adds that,  321 

Personally I don't think there is need to always emphasise that hey, I am doing this 322 
in classroom because this practice because it is based on this theory. I mean if you 323 
are from my own experience, in classroom whatever works may or may not be 324 
theoretically based… 325 

 326 

NSD (a pseudonym): The reflections in IOD is very theoretical. We just have 327 
background knowledge or information. Whereas during [teaching practicum] you 328 
have to reflect what went wrong today. You have to do something for next day. We 329 
have to think at night, what went wrong. But in IOD we think about theories, what 330 
I would try out for future lessons. I have to use IOD learning and my past experience 331 
to decide what I will do tomorrow.  332 

 333 

The interview responses of the student teachers suggest that the types of reflection that they 334 

engaged in depended on the context of reflection.   335 

 336 

Deliberative reflection and critical reflection occurred least frequently.  When reflecting at the 337 

deliberative level, student teachers reflected on lesson preparation, lesson delivery, classroom 338 

management, and student engagement issues, as well as empathised and tried to understand their 339 

students.  When reflecting critically, student teachers considered issues related to the education 340 

system as well as their own values.  We did not manage to uncover any interview responses relating 341 

to deliberative and critical reflection. 342 

 343 

 344 
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Discussion  345 

 346 

Collectively, our data supported Valli’s (1997) descriptions of the types of reflection that occurred 347 

in teacher preparation – a framework developed in the West.  These findings are in accord with 348 

the work of Minott (2008) who applied Valli’s framework to student teachers in the Cayman 349 

Islands.  Thus suggesting that in general, student teachers engage in a similar range of reflection 350 

levels despite the different culture and different contexts in which they function.  This is 351 

notwithstanding the ideologies, sociocultural and political context and the decentralised education 352 

system of the liberal West versus those of Asian societies as Singapore, that have espoused a non-353 

liberal, communitarian ideology (Lim, 2015, 2016) and a centralised education system (cf., Ng, 354 

2017).  But it extends upon Valli’s framework in terms of the subcomponents and specifics on 355 

which student teachers reflect. 356 

 357 

The student teachers in this study engaged most commonly in personalistic reflections.  In some 358 

of these personalistic reflection posts, student teachers reflected on their personal growth and 359 

learning, and the skills, competencies, character traits and new perspectives they have developed 360 

over the course of their initial teacher preparation. These reflections demonstrated a metacognitive 361 

awareness of their growth and development as teachers, which is a key affordance of digital 362 

portfolio writing highlighted by researchers (Silver 2013; Jensen & Treuer 2014; Veneruso et al., 363 

2017). Other than reflecting on their own personal growth and relationship with students, they 364 

reflected on their identity as a teacher and their teaching philosophy.  At IOD, it is believed that 365 

teacher identity is an important part of the initial teacher preparation experience (Authors, 2017; 366 

Authors, 2017; blinded for peer review, 2009).  Student teachers are asked to reflect using the 367 

digital portfolio, on their teaching beliefs about teaching and learning and on who they are as a 368 

teacher.  Furthermore, they are encouraged to craft their fundamental teaching philosophy.  Given 369 

this background, it is not surprising therefore, that the student teachers engaged in personalistic 370 

reflections with an emphasis on additional components such as teaching philosophy and teacher 371 

identity. 372 

 373 

Valli (1997) suggests that both technical reflection and reflection-in and on-action concentrate on 374 

problems of instruction and management.  The student teachers in our study demonstrated more 375 
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occasions of technical reflection than reflection-in and on-action.  This may be due to the 376 

cumulative nature of the different orientations to reflection with technical reflection being a 377 

prerequisite to reflection-in and on-action (Nelson & Sadler, 2013).  Or it may be that as Hatton 378 

and Smith (1995) assert, reflection in- and on-action is actually the most complex and demanding 379 

of the five orientations.  Another plausible reason alluded to by the student teachers in their 380 

interviews is that at IOD, they actively attempted to maintain their digital portfolio by uploading 381 

their artefacts and theory-based, technical reflections.  Theory-based technical reflections were 382 

encouraged extensively in IOD as part of their modules.  Reflection in- and on-action occurred 383 

mostly during practicum which was a highly intense period where they were too focused on 384 

surviving to focus on maintaining and uploading their digital portfolio reflections. 385 

   386 

Occurring least frequently were deliberative reflection and critical reflection.  These findings are 387 

in accord with the results obtained by Minott (2008), in a study of pre-service teachers in the 388 

Cayman Islands.  He found that pre-service teachers occasionally engaged in reflecting 389 

deliberatively, and on rare occasions in reflecting critically, suggesting that efforts should be made 390 

to encourage the occurrence.  In a similar vein, Körkkö et al. (2016) found that student teachers’ 391 

reflections, although showing signs of broadening and deepening, remained primarily descriptive 392 

and criticality in reflection was found to be lacking.  Saric and Steh (2017) similarly lament the 393 

lack of critical reflection in student teachers.  Here, a historical narrative of the education system 394 

in Singapore, could be useful for understanding these reflection orientations of student teachers in 395 

IOD.   396 

 397 

Deliberative reflection did not occur often for the student teachers in our study.  In addition, we 398 

did not uncover any relevant interview data.  Nevertheless, this may be due in part to the vestiges 399 

of what Deng (2004) describes as the longstanding training model of teacher preparation at IOD.  400 

In this model, emphasis is on equipping student teachers with a body of theory, procedures and 401 

skills, and the role of practical experience in learning to teach.  Teaching is viewed as primarily an 402 

application of theory to a particular classroom situation, together with a set of pedagogical skills.  403 

The role of teachers is to implement and translate what they learned in teacher preparation.  The 404 

emphasis is on the theory-practice nexus and the application of theory to teaching in a technical 405 
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and procedural way.  Student teachers are passive consumers of university-based research, and 406 

they are implicitly taught that their role is to translate theories into practice through following a 407 

set of procedures (Deng, 2004).  To ensure that student teachers engage in deliberative reflection 408 

which emphasises personal judgment as the criterion for instructional decisions, teacher educators 409 

need to empower student teachers to ‘transform, adapt, merge and synthesise, criticise and invent 410 

theoretical understanding and research-based knowledge’ (Shulman, 1998, p. 519).  It allows for 411 

the construction and understanding of knowledge within personalized contexts to make the 412 

curriculum come alive with meaning for each student.  They should help student teachers realise 413 

that the knowledge and theories in teacher education can be critiqued in the light of their own 414 

personal and practical experiences, in the act of reconciling competing theories, and in the light of 415 

discussions with others in the local and broader community (e.g., Deng, 2004).   416 

 417 

Deng’s (2005) observation that teacher education here is technical in orientation where the concern 418 

is on ‘equipping [student] teachers with a wide range of skills and techniques pertaining to a 419 

particular kind of classroom practice’ (p. 126) parallels Tan’s (2008) observation of reflection at a 420 

broader level.  Tan (2008) notes that reflection in Singapore, as advocated by the Ministry of 421 

Education is predominantly explicit and systematic in nature with an accent on technical rationality.  422 

A consequence of this is that it makes it insufficient to enable and empower teachers to move from 423 

mere implementers to creators of new knowledge and practices as some local scholars have pointed 424 

out (e.g., Deng, 2005; Tan, 2008).  In recent years, there has been a solid emphasis on inquiry and 425 

reflection into professional practice in IOD (e.g., Authors, 2017).  Although the situation has 426 

clearly evolved at the institutional level, deep change takes time to take root.  While important 427 

changes have taken place at IOD, what remains of the old and what changes have occurred need 428 

to be documented via a comparative analysis. 429 

 430 

Critical reflection emphasises social, moral and political issues, as well as issues on the education 431 

system.  In this regard, the student teachers’ reflections focused much on values.  The underpinning 432 

philosophy of teacher education in IOD has a set of values as its central pillar.  These include 433 

Learner-Centred Values, and Teacher Identity Values.  In these value paradigms, the student 434 

teachers are expected to put their learners at the centre of their work, and develop strong teacher 435 
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identities (Tan, Low, & Sim, 2017; removed for blind review).  Hence, the student teachers’ 436 

reflection on values could be due to the emphasis on values adopted in IOD. 437 

 438 

Of the different orientations, critical reflection occurred least frequently.  This finding is similar 439 

to those of other researchers (e.g., Saric and Steh, 2017).  For the students in our study, this could 440 

perhaps arise as a result of the non-liberal, communitarian ideology in Singapore (e.g., Lim, 2015, 441 

2016).  Baildon and Sim (2009) have observed that individuals in Singapore are generally not 442 

interested in politics, deferring to the government as long as a good life can be expected.  The 443 

authors note that the political context in Singapore, limit criticality for social change.  Teachers as 444 

civil servants in the system are expected to follow national guidelines and the official narrative 445 

regardless of personal views.  On the other hand, the lack of critical reflection in our student 446 

teachers could arise because for the majority of them, their personal views are actually in line with 447 

the official narrative; and hence they are supportive rather than critical, and thus silent in this 448 

aspect of reflection.  449 

 450 

Deng (2004) further urges the consideration of classroom practice as a moral endeavour which 451 

hitherto has not received sufficient attention.  Teaching should be an endeavour towards what is 452 

desirable and worthwhile, and should be concerned with various aspects of moral development, 453 

character development, social justice and social change.  Since the conduct of this study, IOD has 454 

moved towards an even stronger emphasis on values-based education, citizenship and character 455 

education (Tan, Low, & Sim, 2017; Authors, 2017) in parallel with the nation’s sharpened focus 456 

on a values-driven education (Heng, 2011).  Research needs to examine the impact of these 457 

initiatives.   458 

 459 

Advancing similar ideas to Deng (2005), Tan (2008) advocates for a form of reflection that is more 460 

tacit and intuitive. She envisions a case where teachers in Singapore, are creators of novel practices 461 

and transmitters of new knowledge derived from reflecting on their own practice and who engage 462 

in the practice of co-creating with their students.  Such teachers are able to reflect beyond technical 463 

skills by exercising their professional judgments and calling upon their adaptability.  But for this 464 
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to occur, teachers need to go beyond the domain of classroom teaching and student achievement 465 

to reflect on larger issues such as the aims and purposes of education, the teacher’s own educational 466 

philosophy, and social, cultural and political issues that are related to education.  Teachers should 467 

be sensitive to and develop their students’ backgrounds, interests thinking and patterns of 468 

developmental growth.  They should reflect on the educational enterprise, and related historical, 469 

philosophical, sociological, psychological, and cultural issues.  Tan’s ideas of an enlarged 470 

conception of reflection are not dissimilar to the Valli’s personalistic, deliberative and critical 471 

orientations to reflection.   472 

 473 

If levels of reflection are developmental in nature (e.g.,Nelson & Sadler, 2013), it suggests that 474 

student teachers in our study, may be able to engage in deliberative reflection, but have perhaps 475 

not yet done so, due to situational factors such as those mentioned above, or because they are not 476 

accustomed to do so (Chamoso & Cáceres, 2009; Toom et al., 2015). 477 

  478 

Implications for Educational Practice and Research 479 

 480 

Overall, it suggests that our student teachers need more opportunities to engage in reflection in- 481 

and on- action, deliberative reflection and critical reflection.  The introduction of the digital 482 

portfolio is an important first step in this regard providing opportunities for student teachers to 483 

reflect more, in varied and in deeper ways (e.g., Sultana et al., 2020).  In addition, student teachers’ 484 

need to be provided with the requisite tools to reflect including theories, concepts, experiences and 485 

an understanding of the different types of reflection.  Hoffman-Kipp et al. (2003) note that teachers 486 

should be recognised as cultural-historical beings that work in politically charged institutional 487 

contexts.  As far as is possible, teacher education programmes ought to authorise discourses about 488 

culture, power and social justice (see also Saric & Steh, 2017).  Teacher educators themselves need 489 

to consider how best to make the different types of reflection a part of their practice and to role 490 

model reflective practice for the student teachers (e.g., Saric & Steh, 2017). 491 

The preceding discussion further that the specific level of reflection adopted may depend in part 492 

on situational and contextual factors.  To understand why student teachers engage in or do not 493 
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engage in reflective thinking, we should look not only to the individual but also to the wider context 494 

within which the student teacher functions.  It offers a heuristic with which to consider student 495 

teachers’ reflections, but also more broadly, individuals’ reflections in context thus advancing the 496 

theoretical grounding currently lacking in the field of reflections (Dalsgaard, 2020).   497 

 498 

This study provides a single snapshot in time of student teachers’ orientations to reflection.  Future 499 

research should explore changes in orientations to reflection over time (e.g.,Körkkö et al., 2016).  500 

Certainly, the programme has in recent years gone through significant revisions, the context of 501 

education and teacher education has evolved, and the political context has changed somewhat since 502 

this data was collected.  Future research may want to examine and re-examine these issues. 503 

 504 
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Figure 1 A Situative Perspective on Reflection 704 
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 708 

Category  Frequency  
Lesson Preparation 190 

Lesson Delivery  44 
Classroom Management 61 
Student Engagement 87 
Student Empathy & Understanding 144 
Personal Growth & Learning 133 
Teaching Philosophy 114 
Teacher Identity 75 
Values 55 
Education system 25 
  
  

  

Total Number of Reflection Pieces 489 

Total Number of Pre-Service Teachers 46 

 709 

Table 1: Content of Student Teacher Reflections 710 
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Table 2: Types of Reflection in Teaching Preparation (Valli, 1997, p. 75) 725 

Category Content for 
Reflection 

Types of 
Content 

Quality of 
Reflection 

Examples 

Technical 
Reflection 

General 
instruction and 
management 
behaviours that are 
based on research 
on teaching 

• Pedagogy 
• Lesson 

Delivery  
• Classroom 

Management 
• Student 

Engagement 

Matching one’s 
own 
performance to 
external 
guidelines 

LWP – Reflection after our practice based work where we 
conducted actual tutorials for 3 sessions in a JC 
I was then introduced to the concept of using visualisation as a 
cognitive tool to help students make sense of the abstract nature 
of physics concepts (Rieber, 1995). Models and modelling are 
important aspects in the conduct of science and science 
education, and models can be represented by 3 levels. 
(Macroscopic, Sub-microscopic, symbolic) (Gilbert 2007, 
2008)….. Once students are able to work within each of these 
levels and to mentally switch among them, they would be able to 
make meaning of representations which is what visualisation is 
about. I therefore changed my method in helping the students 
approach this problem through visualising the three levels of 
representations. 
 
TSE - My Practicum Experience 
Weekly assignments were the norm, and with that, much time 
was spent on marking and providing feedback, key points of 
which were also highlighted in class. This ensured a 
regular learning-assessment-feedback cycle, which would 
hopefully prove helpful in elevating the proficiency level in 
Economics. 
 
SS – Motivational & Instructional Strategies  
In theory, I intended to use more of logical consequences 
(Dreikus) and less of behaviour modification strategies 
(Skinner). In practice, I started out very strict and fierce first, but 
later loosened up with them. From behaviour modification to 
logical consequences. Thus, a mixed approach is better. Must be 
strict, firm, “fierce”, yet reason, coax, persuade them at other 
times. 
 
 

Reflection-in 
and on-
action 

One’s own 
personal teaching 
performance 

• Pedagogy 
• Lesson 

Delivery  
• Classroom 

Management 
• Student 

Engagement 

Basing decisions 
on one’s own 
unique situation 

JY - Term 2 Week 4 Reflection 
 
In explaining Structured Question 3, students were organised into 
groups which they were given time to buzz amongst themselves 
at appropriate points during the discussion. This was beneficial 
as students were more willing to volunteer their responses as they 
felt safer in groups. The analysis of the question was done as a 
class to provide adequate scaffolding for the students to be able 
to buzz amongst themselves to contribute answers to the 
questions. Although much time was spent on analysis, it was 
much needed as this was their first encounter with questions with 
such long contexts…. 
 
What did not go so well and how can I improve it? The answers 
to the questions were flashed before I provide explanations for 
them and students were more engrossed in writing down the 
answers than listening to my explanation. What could have been 
done would be to provide the explanation first, using the 
whiteboard to note down the essential points, prior showing the 
answers on the slides. There are certain parts of the data-analysis 
process for STQ 3 which I could have asked students for their 
opinions to push the delivery to a more studentcentric one, 
instead of doing it merely didactically. 
. 
 
LYZ - Engaging students in the classroom 
I found out that activities that involve and engage students are 
ones where they are manipulating the information physically 
and mentally. Students need to be moving around, working in 
pairs/groups, and discovering information for themselves. We 
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could break students into groups and give each group different 
questions from the worksheet, ask them to create some sort of 
poster and then present the information to the class. From my 
observations, active involvement of students can be done by the 
use of incomplete handouts and quizzes. Teachers have to 
constantly monitor and guide students as they work.  
 
 
NHF- Personal Reflections 
 
During the microteaching, I posted many questions to the 
students and waited for a collective response. However, some 
individual questioning should be employed, especially for 
distracted students so as to direct their attention back to the 
lecture. This method of questioning may disrupt the lecture as 
the student’s misbehavior has to be corrected before the lecture 
can continue. However, it is still necessary because these 
students’ misbehaviors can lead to more problems, in terms of 
classroom management and the effectiveness of their learning. 
Hence, I think the right technique of questioning has to be learnt 
through observations and experiences, which I have to work on.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Deliberative 
Reflection 

A whole range of 
teaching concerns, 
including students, 
the curriculum, 
instructional 
strategies, the 
rules and 
organisation of the 
classroom 

• Pedagogy 
• Lesson 

Delivery  
• Classroom 

Management 
• Student 

Engagement 
• Student 

Empathy and 
Understanding 

Weighing 
competing 
viewpoints and 
research findings 

TWX - Lest We Lose It 
That there are multiple facets of one’s “Chinese-ness” signals the 
possibility of different configurations in one’s view of self 
identity across social groups and across generations. This should 
prompt us to constantly rethink the role of Chinese language 
education in shaping one’s perception of who one is. The 
fragmentation and disintegration of our cultural tapestry hint at a 
possible dilemma we face in (country, removed for blind review): 
on the one hand, we need to try to preserve and impart as much 
of what is left of Chinese tradition and culture in our society; on 
the other hand, we may find it increasingly difficult to maintain 
such diffusion of culture in family and school without children 
feeling a sense of detachment between tradition and their way of 
life. The worst case scenario would be where Chinese 
(nationality, removed for blind review) no longer feel anything 
for their ethnic culture, to the extent of abandoning rites and 
practices. This could challenge the long-held notion that 
language is an embodiment of culture, with language learning 
becoming purely instrumental. Finally, the English-Chinese 
divide points to the need for us to break out of the self-imposed 
boundaries of Chinese and Western cultural circles, and rid 
ourselves of the emotional baggage that hinders meaningful two-
way communication. To do so, we may need to question if the 
logic of “Mother Tongue as the cultural essence, English as the 
working language” still remains valid.  
 
Our current learners regard their mother tongue as just another 
(boring) subject to be “learned”, something that is not inherently 
a part of their being. Language teaching needs to move away 
from talking “to” students to talking “with” them. Acquisition of 
language should be accompanied by inquisition of the underlying 
cultural elements and, eventually, philosophical exploration of 
humanity and identity. The best scenario would be to have 
discussions on the same deep questions during both English and 
Mother Tongue lessons. For students, language learning may 
then once again be truly engaging, through the comparison of 
cultures which hopefully paves the way for them to appreciate 
who they are and where they stand in terms of their thoughts, 
ideas, values and beliefs. 
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LJH - Practicum Reflection on Classroom Management  
Our view of classroom management needs to go beyond 
discipline, and into a more holistic view of “engineering” an 
environment and atmosphere that will encourage effective 
teaching and learning.  My practicum experience has shown me 
that discipline is not the only issue under that matter of 
classroom management. In fact, there are also issues of 
motivation, atmosphere and relationships, among other things. 
And more importantly, I believe that classroom management 
cannot be a myopic piece-meal practice where issues are tackled 
within the spatio-temporal confines of a lesson in a classroom. 
Instead, practitioners need to invest more time beyond a single 
physical setting or lesson period in order to adequately and 
appropriately address classroom issues that they have 
encountered in their teaching engagement with students. 
 
 
 
SJ - The Social Context of Teaching and Learning 
 
(removed for blind review) recommends that in order for 
teachers to fully realise the value of the competencies in the 
(removed for blind review), education programmes in terms of 
structure, delivery and assessment should be aligned with these 
very competencies. So appraisals of teacher’s performance, the 
way teachers structure formative and summative learning and 
etc must focus on how they translate in nurturing the whole 
child, providing holistic education so schools can better provide 
and prepare students to thrive in a fast-changing and highly-
connected world. For example, on top of the aforementioned 
ways in which I can develop the competencies, I can also try to 
enhance my learners’ creative and expressive capacities by 
embarking on varying learning approaches such as using more 
visual and graphical tools instead of a solely textual approach. 
In the 21st century classroom, there are many modes of 
educational tools/ platforms that I can use as well as 
contemporary teaching and learning approaches, 
strategies/instructional activities that are engaging and caters to 
varying abilities of my learners… In the critical thinking 
classrooms of today, it is important for students to understand 
the big, generative ideas because these ideas facilitate in 
explaining to the students what goes on in the world and how 
things occur the way they do, and how or why they will 
probably occur again. The big ideas anchor the conceptual 
understandings of the topics we study in any subject. Therefore, 
the pilot testing of novel teaching approaches is imperative in 
my development of the competencies lined out in the (removed 
for blind review). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Personalistic 
Reflection 

One’s own 
personal growth 
and relationships 
with students 

• Personal 
Growth and 
Learning 

• Teaching 
Philosophy 

• Teacher 
Identity 

• Student 
Empathy and 
Understanding 

Listening to and 
trusting one’s 
own inner voice 
and the voices of 
others 

NHF - Life Stories - Reflection on M Workshop  
As humans with complex emotions and thinking abilities, it is 
natural and normal to have problems in lives. Similarly, our 
students come with their own issues too. Each student comes 
from a different family background, social status, economic 
status etc, and each of them is unique. While it is impossible for 
a teacher to probe into each student’s life stories, we should 
realise that each student face different challenges. With their 
younger age, they may not be able to make the right decisions or 
cope with the emotional turmoil. However, as teachers, what we 
can do is to provide a caring and loving environment for them to 
explore their issues and overcome them. 
 
TSE - My Learning Journey in Teaching 
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A key lesson I learned from my time at IOD was the importance 
of examining the learner as an individual in his or her own right, 
with needs and aspirations of their own. While this might seem 
somewhat intuitive at a superficial level, it was only at IOD that 
I truly grappled with such issues. There were numerous 
occasions when I was forced to re-examine my own philosophy 
of how students learn and what the teacher’s role in learning is. 
 
JY - My Teaching Philosophies 
Personally, I believe that through teaching, I will be able to 
impact, reform, empower and even save lives, parallel to that of 
being a doctor. Teaching is not just about arithmetic, English or 
whatever subject that you specialise in; it is about teaching 
students, real human beings, of life, character and moral values 
as well. Furthermore, teaching is about helping these kids see 
their latent potential and spurring them to achieve great things 
that they have never dreamt of. 
 
 

Critical 
Reflection 

The social, moral, 
and political 
dimensions of 
schooling 

• Values 
• Education 

System 

Judging the 
goals and 
purposes of 
schooling in 
light of ethical 
criteria such as 
social justice and 
equality of 
opportunity 

LGM - Educational Psychology: Individual Assignment 
I argue that the discursive focus on disability as a form of 
difference that needs inclusion is misguided, though well-
intentioned. This focus is mistaken because it is philosophically 
baseless and, in the context of teaching about difference, 
practically counterproductive and (curiously) politically 
conservative…. The overemphasis on disability places the 
burden of explanation on the disabled, so that “normal” students 
can understand disability. Suggestions for teaching about 
disability are underpinned by, and tend to reinforce, this 
assumption (see Salend, 2011, Ch. 5). But the assumption that 
“normal” students should understand disability smacks of the 
very ableism such methods seek to repudiate. Aren’t “normal” 
students also “different” from the perspective of the disabled? 
Shouldn’t this also teach students about “normalcy”? Why 
should “normal” students be taken as the standard measure of 
“difference”? Doesn’t this only reinforce the power of “normal” 
persons to define who is and isn’t different? Doesn’t this 
contradict the very liberalism that underpins the discourse of 
inclusion? 
 
TSE - My Personal Pedagogy on Inclusiveness  
As microcosms of society out classrooms should reflect the 
inclusive societies that we hope to create, and inclusive 
education, namely the inclusion of students with special needs in 
mainstream schools, is a necessary prelude to the larger societal 
change. To that extent, teachers play a crucial role in facilitating 
this transformation. 
 
 
 
YWZ - My Teaching Philosophy  
Besides striving for good academic results, I personally believe 
that it is important for students to learn the right moral values 
such as perseverance and integrity. Personally, I believe that a 
child needs to be nurtured with the right values in the formative 
years and that includes his time school…. Beyond civics and 
moral lessons, I will bring out values through the way I conduct 
the lessons daily. In times of adolescence, children are in need 
for a role model to mentor them, to show them what it means to 
be a person of the right values. As a teacher, I need to guide my 
students to make the choices and decisions with the right set of 
values so that they will grow in wisdom and maturity. 
 
 
 

  726 
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Category  Frequency 
Technical Reflection 108 
Reflection-on-action / Reflection-in-action 74 
Deliberative Reflection 43 
Personalistic Reflection 282 
Critical Reflection 35 
    
Total Number of Reflection Pieces 489 

 

Table 3: Levels of Student Teacher Reflections
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