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Reflection is the practice of thinking analytically about one’s experiences and activities. This paper de-
scribes how reflective activities have been incorporated into junior high school, high school, university,
and pre-service English teacher education classes. As part of the goal of learning activities in these classes,
students were asked to critically reflect upon their experiences and activities. As a result, students appeared
to have improved their language skills and more importantly, they gained experience in self-regulating
their learning. Three factors deemed necessary for effective reflective practice are also discussed: op-
portunities for student choice and initiative, manageable yet challenging tasks, and supportive and sharing
classroom relationships. This paper also argues that student reflection has a great influence on teacher
reflection and may help to motivate teachers to incorporate changes in their teaching approaches.
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derstand the learning process and become autonomous learners. This paper describes
the reflective activities we incorporated into our secondary and post-secondary English
as a foreign language (EFL) classes and pre-service English teacher education classes wherein
students were given opportunities to think analytically about their learning experiences in
the classroom. Students were told that the goal of the class was to critically reflect upon their
performance and become aware of their strengths and weaknesses as language learners.

T HE AIM of reflective practices in the foreign language classroom is to help students un-

We begin with a brief explanation of the theoretical perspective we take in our teaching and
why we advocate the use of reflective practices, then go on to a discussion of the reflection
process. Next, we describe some of the practices we undertook in our classrooms and propose
three factors which we believe are necessary for reflective practices to be successful. Finally, we
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discuss the role of the teacher in reflective practice activities, the
assessment of these practices, and the limitations of our paper.

A sociocultural perspective

Our approach to language learning and teaching is framed

by sociocultural theory. According to Johnson (2009), human
cognition is formed through sociocultural activities. The
development of cognition “is characterized as the acquisi-
tion and manipulation of cultural tools and knowledge, the
most powerful of which is language” (Johnson, 2009, pp. 1-2).
Language learning, that is, learning, is thought of as a social
practice and the classroom is a community of practice (Lave

& Wenger, 1991). Students in the classroom community are
involved in the construction of identities; they are involved in
understanding their relationships with others and imagining
future relationships (Norton, 2000, p. 5). As teachers, we believe
that imagination is a crucial aspect in learning. As Wenger
(1998) says, “Students must be able to explore who they are,
who they are not, who they could be. They must be able to
understand where they come from and where they can go” (p.
272). The incorporation in the classroom of activities designed
to encourage reflective practices may help students in their
language learning endeavors.

Research by Nakane (2007) has described the discourse of
Japanese classrooms as reflecting positivistic educational princi-
ples which advance objective knowledge and teacher-centered
pedagogy. Nakane argues that under such norms, student views
and opinions are deemed irrelevant and that the discourse of
classrooms in Japan confines students to being silent and pas-
sive learners. The English language learner in Japanese schools
has also been characterized as silent and passive (Law, 1995;
LoCastro, 1996). One of the most prevalent English language
teaching methods in high schools, yakudoku, emphasizes meta-
linguistic grammatical knowledge and translation (Gorsuch,
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1998). In light of these observations, we introduced reflective
practices into our classrooms in order to help students take and
gain control of their learning.

The reflection process

Reflection is the practice of thinking analytically about one’s ex-
periences and behavior. Reflective practice can be “thought of as
asking searching questions about experience and conceptualized
as both a state of mind and an on-going type of behavior”
(Dymoke & Harrison, 2008, p. 8). We ask our students to think
analytically about their experiences as they proceed through
their lessons, as part of the goal of each class is for students to
critically reflect upon their performance. This critical reflection
helps students think about their strengths and weaknesses with
a view to making a plan for future action (Harmer, 2001). The
reflection process may encourage students to start challenging
their assumptions about language learning and teaching.

Reflective practices in the classroom

In this section, we share the reflective practices we have intro-
duced into our classroom activities at the secondary and post-
secondary levels.

Junior high school classes

In a second-year junior high school EFL class, students were
asked to rate and comment on, in either Japanese or English,
their classroom activities in terms of “interestingness” and
“usefulness” at the end of each lesson (Woo & Murphey, 1999,
p- 15). Students were given about five or six minutes to write
their comments and rate their exercises on a scale of 1 to 5. The
exercises included having short chats with one another and
telling each other short stories. Students wrote their comments
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and ratings in their notebooks which their teacher, one of the
authors, collected at the end of the class and returned in the next
class with her feedback. The teacher shared students’ comments
and reflections in the form of bi-weekly class newsletters. The
following student comments, which were written in Japanese
and translated here into English by the authors, show how
students were beginning to notice what they could and could
not do and what they wanted to do or would do more of.

Student reflection on short chats:
e Chat activity was a lot of fun, so I want to practice more.
o When my partner asks a question, I should not simply answer

the question but I should answer it without pause, add more
information, and ask a different question to him or her.

o When I talk a lot about my experience or my ideas, the chat activity
becomes more interesting and lasts longer.

o T was able to use in the chat the grammar (comparatives and
superlatives of adjectives) which I learned last week. I'd like to try
using present perfect in the next chat.

Student reflection on short story reading:
® Reading a funny short story was difficult.
o [ was able to understand the story only after the teacher explained.

o [ need to learn more vocabulary to understand English stories.

As they engaged in reflecting on their short chat activity,
students showed through their comments that they were
able to develop ideas on how to improve their speaking skills
such as maintaining the conversation longer, and taking more
and longer turns. They recognized the importance of back-
channelling and self-disclosure. Students wrote that as they got
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used to the reflection activities, they started to enjoy chatting
and reading short stories in English and found a sense of
purpose in English classes.

The chat exercises were continued for a whole school year and
students were also asked to write down what they said during
their chats in their notebooks. At the beginning most students
were not able to carry on a conversation for more than one
minute and the teacher noticed pauses during the chats. How-
ever, by the end of the school year, some students were able to
keep talking for as long as two minutes. The teacher observed
that the amount of utterances and the complexity of sentence
structures used in the chat activity also increased.

The teacher gradually ascertained that her students could
contribute a lot to her class, that she should or need not be in
total control of everything, and that she should try to share
control of the lesson with her students. The teacher also realized
that tight control of the class might have been the cause of
the lack of autonomy she sensed among her students. Thus,
students’ reflections influenced the teacher’s reflections and
motivated her to try to change her teaching approaches.

Senior high school classes

In first-year high school EFL classes, the teacher, one of the
authors, held discussions on learning strategies (See Appendix
1), and gave reading-aloud assignments which included iPod
recordings and a self-assessment worksheet (See Appendix 2).
Students were also asked to recite a poem and to complete a
self-assessment worksheet after their recitation. The teacher
videotaped students’ performances which were then uploaded
to the school website for later viewing by them. Examples of
students’ self-assessments on their performance in the reading
aloud and recitation exercises are:

o [didn't know that if I read aloud, I could understand the text better
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and memorize vocabulary better. Teacher education classes
e [ also noticed how bad my pronunciation was.

University students in teacher education classes were asked

o [ noticed my poor articulation, bad posture, and unclear voice. to read a list of beliefs regarding language acquisition and

These comments and reflections show that at least one language teaching and to rate the beliefs on a scale of 1 (strongly
student perceived that he or she benefited from the reading agree) to 6 (strongly disagree) (see Appendix 3). Students
exercises and that other students believed they understood their ~Were also asked to keep a teaching journal. Students wrote
weaknesses. their reflections on what challenged their beliefs in teaching

and learning after each class. They were also asked to write
entries in their journals after participating in class observa-

University classes tions, conferences, and teacher seminars. Students videotaped
University students in an English workshop, which met once their mini-teaching practice lessons and wrote self-assessment

a week for three periods, began the course and each of three reports. Group and individual discussions with their teacher
class projects by first discussing their language learning goals were held regarding the practice lessons and reports. This is
and objectives, such as reading at least one book a week or teaching as dialogic mediation according to Johnson (2009) -
polishing their presentation skills. The projects, which included ~ “learners are assisted as they appropriate relevant linguistic and
group or individual PowerPoint or poster presentations, were cultural resources and are guided as they use and transform
videotaped. Students were required to view these videos, which ~those resources to accomplish certain goals” (p. 63). The samples
were put on Blackboard, the school’s learning management below of students’ journal reflections after watching their mini-
system, and to write peer and self-evaluation reports. In the teaching practice videos show that they are taking the first step
reports, students were asked to reflect upon whether their in noticing what they can do and what they are doing.

project goals were reached. Students showed in the reports that e [ noticed how I looked and sounded like from the perspective of
they knew what they needed to do for a better performance, and students.

why practicing language in the classroom was important. e [ noticed my teaching style was different from other students.

o Ifyou tell information for others, you should know about it suf- o
ficiently. And you should tell it easier than you wrote down. In
presentation we have to speak loudly and slowly and do eye contact.
Eye contact needs practice I think. Three important factors

I was only explaining the text. I was not really teaching it.

* My news report goal is to remember what I say and to tell audience In our experience with using reflective practices in the classroom,
easy to understand. I think that I reach a half of my goal. Because I ~ we have found that giving students opportunities to make

remembered my news report. decisions and take initiative, providing students with manageable
e This news is very good for us because we should know about any yet .challengirTg tasks, and encoura.ging a supporﬁvg and caring

kind of news in my country like this news. I think that we should ~ environment in the classroom are important factors in the .

become to be able to tell news like this to people in other country. reflection process. For the junior high school students, rating their

classroom activities at the end of each class was something most
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of them had never done before. As they grew more accustomed
to the rating exercises, they were able to become more and more
critical of their learning. This reflective practice helped them to
see what they had learned in the class and to set goals for the
next class. Students were able to decide by themselves what they
wanted to try to do next.

The reading aloud activity for the high school students was
a manageable yet challenging task. Reading the assigned text
aloud and recording it with iPods was not an easy task at first
for high school students. They had to practice again and again
until they felt satisfied with their performance. Some students
said they practiced more than five hours. In the process, they
noticed their weaknesses in pronunciation and intonation.
They also noticed that reading aloud was an effective learning
method for understanding the text.

To have supportive and sharing relationships--relationships in
which students can share ideas on how to learn a language--in
the classroom is crucial. Working in pairs and groups helped the
secondary and post-secondary students relax and enjoy their
classroom activities. What they noticed was shared by all stu-
dents through newsletters or discussions. The comments in their
notebooks showed that some of the junior high school students
felt proud of themselves when their reflection was mentioned
in the class and when the other students wrote they felt they
wanted to be like them.

The role of the teacher

Junior and senior high school teachers should give students

the chance to make some decisions as they engage in tasks. Too
much control by the teacher can be counterproductive. Teachers
should let students take control of their learning and give them
opportunities to notice their strengths and weaknesses. Engag-
ing in dialogue with students by providing feedback in note-
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books and listening to student voices is important. Teachers can
make use of technology such as iPods, and school online net-
works and systems, or class newsletters to share the reflections
among students. Teachers should try to match activities to the
proficiency levels of students so that they will be manageable
yet challenging tasks, and help students feel self-efficacy so that
they can discover and develop their learning strategies and set
goals. Along with doing the above, teachers in university classes
can act mainly as a resource, as “old timers,” and provide an
adult role model for the students.

In teacher education courses, the teacher educator should
try to help student teachers verbalize and think critically about
their teaching and learning beliefs and concepts and reconstruct
those beliefs. One role of the teacher is to help student teachers
understand that teachers need to reflect-in-action (Schén, 1987):

Reflection-in-action is a reflective conversation with the
materials of a situation. Each person carries out his own
evolving role... ‘listens’ to the surprises (‘back talk’) that
result from earlier moves, and responds through on-line
production of new moves that gives new meanings and
directions to the development of the artifact. (p. 31)

Schon (1983, 1987) argues that as a result of reflection-in-
action, the practitioner should be able to come up with a set of
alternative actions. The teacher practitioner should be able to
critically reflect upon her teaching and make changes she deems
necessary.

Standardized and institutionalized teacher training programs
tend to convey the idea that teaching is to control students.
Student teachers need to be engaged in pedagogical dialogue
(Little, 1995):

While learning strategies and learner training can play an
important supporting role in the development of learner
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autonomy, the decisive factor will always be the nature of
the pedagogical dialogue; and that since learning arises
from interaction and interaction is characterized by inter-
dependence, the development of autonomy in learners
presupposes the development of autonomy in teachers. (p.
175)

The teacher educator is involved in dialogic mediation with
her students. In teaching as dialogic mediation, students move
from everyday concepts “that are acquired both formally and
informally as a result of schooling experiences and that form the
basis of teachers’ intuitive thinking about teaching” to scientific
concepts, “concepts formulated by one’s professional discourse
community, defined in formal theories, and acquired through
formal instruction” (Johnson, 2009, p. 64). The teacher educator
assists in providing such resources and guidance.

Assessment of reflective practices in the
classroom

Student reflection helps students change their beliefs about
and behavior in language learning and an individual student’s
reflections can influence other students. The second-year junior
high school students read via the class newsletters about their
classmates’ ideas on language use and said they were surprised
to know that their peers were able to come up with such good
ideas on how to carry on a short chat. This encouraged them to
try to develop ways to improve their conversation skills.

Student reflection can also influence the way teachers teach
in the language classroom. Teachers should try to listen to
students’ voices and assess their reflective practices by ob-
serving and videotaping their classes, carefully reading and
providing feedback to student reflections and journals, and
making student work and reflections public by uploading
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videos online and publishing newsletters, so as to create a vital
learning community where both students and teachers can and
do reflect on their learning and teaching together.

Limitations of the paper

There are at least three limitations we should note. First, the
data used in this paper were mainly what students wrote in
their notebooks or journals. A teacher-student power relation-
ship always exists in the classroom, and it cannot be denied that
some students write to please their teachers. Thus, there may
have been more positively focused reflections than negative
ones. Second, the three factors that we believe enhance reflective
practices may not be unique to classroom reflection activities.
These factors may be necessary for any effective learning envi-
ronment. However, we believe that these factors are still rare in
junior and senior high schools where teacher control is so strong
that students have almost no chance to voice their feelings and
ideas about what and how they learn. Third, the duration of our
class observations and data collection was short. The reflection
practices by second-year junior high school students and uni-
versity students lasted an entire school year, while those by high
school students were sporadic and those by students in teacher
education classes lasted for either only a spring term or a year.
Research is needed on reflective practices in classes that span
more than one year and across grade levels.

Concluding remarks

We believe how to learn is as important as what to learn.
Reflective practices in the classroom help both teachers and
students become aware of how to learn and lead to teacher
and learner autonomy. We suggest trying reflective practices
in every class and grade level. It took only five or six minutes
for the junior high school students in this study to write their
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reflections, but it appears to have made a huge impact on the
way they learn and the way their teacher teaches.
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Appendix 2
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