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Reflective practice is now a common term in many teacher
education and development programs worldwide. Altthough
definitions of reflective practice may vary in different programs,
it generally means teachers systematically collect information
about their classroom happenings, and then analyze and evalu-
ate this information and compare it to their underlying assump-
tions and beliefs so that they can make changes and improve-
ments to their teaching. This paper outlines what reflective
practice is, why it is important, and how teachers can reflect.
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What is reflective practice?

Perhaps people new to teaching may consider

a formal invitation for teachers to reflect to be
obvious and commonsensical because, after

all, most teachers think about their teaching in
one way or another. Yes, such “common sense
reflection” is familiar to most teachers of English
to speakers of other languages as we mull

over our classes before and after teaching. So,
reflect in its everyday conversational use means
thinking about what we do and what we did,
but this “thinking” is not systematic, nor is it
continuously related to what happened in our
lesson. For example, if we have a student who
suddenly does not respond to our lesson and is
in fact negative, we will wonder why—especially
if this student has in the past responded well.
Our instinct as a teacher is to try find out “what
is wrong” and to try to solve it because it may
make us uncomfortable. When we have resolved
this—hopefully successfully (whatever “success”
means in this case)—we may feel better and

An invitation to reflect

on practice

hope something like this does not happen again.
Either way, we just want to leave it there rather
than really explore what just happened. This is
not reflective practice though, as we do not try
to link it to our experience and the process of our
“reflecting” lacks any structure. This is common
sense reflection and is probably the most popular
type of reflection that all language teachers
consider important. Reflective practice means
taking such common sense reflections further,
with more disciplined thinking in which we ask
ourselves more probing questions about our
practice. Such probing questions can include
“What do I do?” “Why do I do this?” “What is
the result?” and “Will I change anything in my
practice as a result of finding answers to the
previous questions?” Such reflective practice
actively challenges our taken-for-granted ways
of teaching and can be uncomfortable and
challenging for anyone who tries it, as we do not
know what we may find.

So reflective teaching means more than fleet-
ing thoughts before, during, or after a lesson.
Reflective practice means examining what you
do in the classroom and why you do it. Reflec-
tive practice also means thinking about the
beliefs and values related to teaching English
as a second or foreign language, and seeing if
classroom practices are consistent with these
beliefs and values. In order to engage in this type
of reflective teaching, teachers must systemati-
cally collect information about their classroom
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happenings and then analyze and evaluate this
information and compare it to their underlying
assumptions and beliefs so that they can make
changes and improvements in their teaching
(Farrell, 2007). Reflective practice can also be
conducted outside the classroom by looking at
the context of teaching, such as when teachers
want to see either the impact of their teaching on
the community and society or how the commu-
nity and society impacts their teaching (e.g., Who
makes the curriculum? What and whose values
does the curriculum embody?).

Why is reflective practice important?

Teachers may ask why they should reflect on
their practice beyond the quick after class muse
with perceptions such as, “That was a good/

bad class!” or “The students were not very
responsive today!” While these reflections may
act as a necessary starting point for most teachers,
they do not produce any real evidence that their
musings or perceptions have been correct or not.
For example, some teachers end class feeling
really happy because they think it went well.
Conversely, they may feel unhappy at the end of a
class because they have perceived it to have gone
badly and, worse, they had spent a lot of time
preparing for that particular class. Some teachers
base their initial perceptions on their teaching on
the way the students respond (e.g., by yawning)
or not responding during class. This kind of
“evidence” may not lead to correct interpretations
of the teachers’ perceptions because that yawn
may have nothing to do with their class and their
teaching and everything to do with that student’s
lack of sleep or the like. Likewise, if the students
do not respond to the lesson, teachers should try
to find out why they were not responsive without
getting too defensive. So, teachers need to know
why some classes go “well” and others do not go
so “well” and how they define what this “well”
means. This is called evidence-based reflective
practice. As such, teachers need to get solid data
about what is really happening in their classroom,
rather than what they think is happening. So,
reflective practice is important because it helps
teachers make more informed decisions about
their teaching, because these decisions are based
on concrete evidence systematically collected over
a period of time.

How can we reflect?

Teachers can engage in evidence-based reflective
practice by themselves and this is a good starting

point for all teachers. However, while we are
self-reflecting we may encounter issues or situ-
ations that may be unpleasant and so we may
avoid these and become biased in our reflections,
considering only topics that do not upset us. In
other words, we can become biased in what we
self-reflect on, so we may need to be challenged
because we may become too comfortable with
our teaching, or because we have not asked
ourselves some hard questions about what we
do. As such, reflective practice is better informed
by some kind of dialogue with the self, but
mostly with others so that we can have a deeper
understanding of ourselves as teachers.

Reflective practice through dialogue begins
with the self where a teacher engages in internal
dialogue about his or her own practice. A teacher
can begin this internal dialogue by telling their
own teaching story, such as in an autobiography,
which can be analyzed later for that teacher’s
stated or implied beliefs, assumptions, and
values about teaching and learning English as a
second language. By telling their story, teachers
can make better sense of seemingly random
experiences because they hold the inside knowl-
edge, especially personal intuitive knowledge,
expertise and experience that is based on their
accumulated years as language educators. These
self-reflection stories can provide a rich source
of teacher-generated information that allows
teachers to reflect on how they got where they
are today, how they conduct practice, and the
underlying assumptions, values, and beliefs that
have ruled their past and current practices.

The dialogue with self can be expanded to
include others such as a critical friendship or a
group of teachers that form a teacher reflection
group. For example, if a teacher wants to dia-
logue with another peer he or she can choose to
enter a critical friendship, team-teaching, and/or
peer coaching whereby both teachers collaborate
in a two-way mode to encourage dialogue and
reflection in order to improve the quality of
language teaching and learning in some way.
Teachers can also join a teacher reflection group
with teachers from either their own institution
or from other institutions. The teacher reflection
group meets regularly to discuss and reflect on
practice. These group discussions can break the
sense of isolation many teachers say they feel
when they talk about their teaching. The group
can also complement individual members’
strengths and compensate for each member’s
limitations.

4 THE LANGUAGE TEACHER Online * <jalt-publications.org/tlt>



The Language Teacher * JALT2014 Special Issue ® Plenary Speaker Article

Conclusion

Reflective practice as it is outlined in this short
article is much more than taking a few minutes
to mull over our teaching. Most teachers do this
anyway. Reflective practice as it is outlined here
is evidence-based because teachers systemati-
cally gather data about their teaching and use
this information to make informed decisions
about their practice. In addition, reflective prac-
tice also means teachers enter a dialogue with
themselves and other teachers so that they can
reach a new level of awareness and understand-
ing of their practice. This dialogue can occur
with the self, a critical friend, and/or in a teacher
reflection group. The dialogue is supportive and
sympathetically challenging so that individual
teachers can reach a level of awareness of what
they do and why they do it. Indeed, I would like
to invite all readers to join me to reflect during
the JALT2014 conference where I am excited to
speak.
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B ill Harley is a two-time Grammy award-

winning artist and recipient of a Lifetime

Achievement Award from the Rhode
Island Council for the Humanities. Bill uses
song and story to paint a vibrant and hilarious
picture of growing up, schooling, and family
life. His work spans the generation gap, reminds
us of our common humanity, and challenges
us to be our very best selves. A prolific author
and recording artist, Bill tours widely as an
author, performing artist, and keynote speaker.

Educating and entertaining
with stories and songs

Visit <billharley.com> for more.

KRISTIN SHITARA (KS): You are described as
a singer, storyteller, author, playwright, educa-
tor, and performing artist. Is there one of these
identities that is most important to you?
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