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Reflecting on Developing a Toolbox:
The Reflective Journal as Part of the ITQ-Project

Peter Viebahn

Member of the Research and Evaluation Group (REG) of the ITQ-Project

1
Introduction

This paper is about a rather special but a very interesting aspect of the Identifying Teacher Quality-project: The application of the reflective journal as an instrument for stimulating the project members and as a method of formative evaluation.

The main aim of the ITQ-project was the development of tools promoting the reflectivity of student teachers, teachers and teacher educators. From this point of view it suggested itself that the project’s participants considered their own work of tool designing an activity that should be done in a highly reflective way. How could we ensure that? How could we support the project members to reflect on their development of the tools? 

We felt that our own reflection on our work should be supported and made transparent to all members by the application of a special instrument. References
 show that reflective activities can be stimulated and well documented through keeping a reflective journal. So we decided to use this instrument in our project. I am writing about its application as one of the members of the REG who were in charge of conducting the reflective journal.
 

In this paper firstly the theoretical background of the method (reflective practice) is described. Secondly I will outline how we used the reflective journal. And finally I will give – on the basis of our experiences - some recommendations for how to apply this method effectively in complex social contexts.

2
The Theoretical Background of the Reflective Journal: Reflective Practice

The idea behind the method of the reflective journal is the concept of reflective practice. What does that approach mean?

2.1
Technique and General Aim

Reflective practice is characterized by two features: 

· Firstly this concept implies a special technique: Persons regularly write about the problems they are facing in their professional day to day life. It is a type of continuous reflection that has to be put into words. Techniques of this kind are the reflective journal and the reflective diary. 

· Secondly this activity is purposeful: Reflective practice pursues a specific general aim, that is the enhancement of the journal keeper’s professional development. 

How is it possible that the application of this kind of techniques improves professionalism? What is happening by keeping a journal that is conducive to one’s personal development? The fundamental process is like this: The professional looks continuously critically at his or her working activities. The person faces himself or herself with his or her own strong and weak points and the way he or she usually tries to find solutions for these problems. What is brought about through this activity is a kind of conceptual change that eventually improves the professional quality: Both the concepts of oneself as a professional and the concepts of the professional situation (its problems, demands, chances and possible ways of dealing with these conditions effectively) are continuously being refined.

2.2
The Content Areas 

We are all convinced that a high degree of reflecting on our professional activities is a good thing. But what should be the content of our reflections? Because one thing is evident: It is not any kind of reflection that is conducive to professional development! So what kind of considerations does individual professional development need? 

It seems that there are three fundamental issues that should be covered in the journals. The journal keeper should have a good look at

1. the aims he or she is pursuing in his or her professional activities.

2. the problems he or she is confronted with and his or her way of usually dealing with them.

3. the way the cooperation with colleagues is achieved. 

So (1) the underlying purposes of one’s working behaviour, (2) the fundamental view of the existing problems at one’s workplace and the kind of solutions that the person tries out and (3) the deeper understanding of his or her social relations within the professional area are the main issues a productive reflective journal has to cover.

3
The project’s Version of Reflective Journal

So much for the general theoretical context of the (reflective) journal. Now I’m turning to the method itself: I’m going to describe the journal the way we used it.

3.1
The Introduction Letter to the Participants

The General Approach

The first step of applying the journal involves explaining to the participants the purpose of the method and the way it is going to be conducted. Especially if the journal is used in such a big group like our project group it is very important to motivate people to complete the task and to make very clear what they are expected to do. For that reason a special “introduction letter” was published on the project platform that everybody should read (and in case re-read!). Box 1 shows this paper divided up into three different parts (which were not separated from each other in the original published letter).

BOX 1

Introduction letter

Part 1
Dear colleagues
As you know the Research and Evaluation Group has the task to evaluate not only the effectiveness of the tools but the process of tool designing as well. 

For that purpose the group has to understand your basic considerations you have in mind when constructing the tools. The reflective journal helps the group better 

· understand the aimed effects of the tools 

· understand possible failure of the tools

· identify tool specific criteria for measuring effects.

This having in mind it was decided in Ljubljana all the members of the task groups should keep a reflective journal over the whole period of tool development. What we need is a summary of only two pages!

Part 2
Please describe

· the process of tool development

· the dilemmas you are facing and how you try to solve them

· the kind of choices you see and which one you choose and why

· the sort of communication you have.

The first of the reflective journals should cover your considerations at the beginning of the designing process.

Part 3 

· Each task group should send to us a summary of two pages (A 4).

· It should be sent in by 28th February 2007.1 
Address: peter.viebahn@uni-oldenburg.de

Many thanks for your help

Annette and Peter

1 That deadline holds for the first of the four journals.
Part 1: Explaining the Purpose

The first part of the letter represents a general introduction and should function as a motivator as well: It indicates the general purpose of the journal.

Part 2: The Content Areas of the Reflective Journal

The second part of the letter informs the project members what these journals should be about. 

(1) Process: The journal was meant to help the groups better understand the way they were proceeding. 

For example: At the beginning of the project the participants had to look for useful tools. What sources did they use? Literature, colleagues in their institution…Different ways of searching have different advantages and disadvantages that should become clear.

(2) Dilemmas and choices: Our reflective journal did focus on the conflictual side of the work: on dilemmas and choices. During the process of tool construction there are always times at which you have to take conflictual decisions. For example: How much time can you invest to design a really good instrument? Compromises have to be made…

(3) Cooperation: The last question was about the type and quality of communication with the other members of the group.

As you can gather from the introduction letter the tasks of the journal are formulated as open-ended questions. The idea is that this kind of question stimulates the journal keeper to unfold his or her own considerations, thoughts and observations. But on the other hand if people are not willing to start reflecting and if they consider the journal only a burden they won’t know what to write down! (And we did get some very short journals!)

Part 3: The Technical Features of the Reflective Journal
This part of the letter describes three things: (1) How long the individual journal should be, (2) until what deadline it is to be completed and (3) how it should be sent into the research team. Clear regulations in that respect are very important!
General Procedures

All groups were asked to keep a journal – not every single member of the project. Usually the groups discussed the issues of the journal at a meeting and then a person was chosen to draw up the journal.

In all four reflective journals had to be written. Each journal covered about six months.

The size of the single text was at least 2 pages.

Each time the REG gave a general feedback that was published on the project platform.

3.2
Examples from Reflective Journals 

After the description of the general rules of conducting the method some examples of journals (mainly in form of extracts) are presented showing how the project members translated the instructions we gave to them into action.

Substantial ReflectiveJournals

The first example (BOX 2) represents an extract from one of the best journals that were submitted to the REG. The selected passage refers only to some issues out of the dilemmas and choices that were addressed in that journal.The text describes very clearly critical problems (finding time, reaching consensus, sticking to commitments – problems that were very often mentioned in journals from the other groups); and the journal indicates the way the group found solutions to the problems. All the journals from this group
 exceeded by far the two-page minimum. 

BOX 2

Extract from reflective journals: Example 1

The dilemmas faced and how we tried to solve them

Finding time

The overruling dilemma for all of us is finding the time to fulfil our engagements/assignments. This is an individual problem but is (obviously) shared by all of us. Some of us do have some time assigned for this project (by home institution) but inventory work as well as developing work easily exceeds the available time. This is partly due to other priorities and/or high ambitions and problems to foresee what is needed, in terms of especially developing and adapting work.

No general solution found so far….

Reaching consensus

Obviously it was necessary to reach consensus in many respects and areas in order to work effectively together and to fit the different tools well together. Especially the general concepts of qualities and values and the balance between the theoretical and practical aspects are important to share.

This was solved/achieved by thorough discussions during our (ordinary) meetings and by taking notes that were to be confirmed by all members of the group s (handed or sent out). Meetings also started with a short repetition of what was done and still had to be done. Furthermore an extra, physical, meeting was arranged (in Petworth, UK) for the critical task of analysis and selection of tools.

Sticking to commitments

As a result of (some members) having problems finding time (see above) there have also been problems with sticking to commitments. This turned into real dilemma in the developing phase (before the Lesvos meeting) as the deadlines agreed upon were not met and the majority of the selected tools – as well as the linked evaluation forms – were not delivered and put on the Surfgroupen site. Consequently the planned feedback procedure never happened and some (draft) tools was lacking during the Lesvos meeting.

We plan to solve this by trying to encourage and help each other better (instead of setting up  new deadlines) combined with increased awareness of the need of joint responsibility. 

Reduced Reflective Journals

A counter example to the preceding paper represents a journal from another group
. That text resembles more very short minutes of a commission meeting than a report on one’s deeper reflections!

BOX 3

Extract from reflective journals: Example 2 (representing the whole journal)

1. The process of development of the tool

There is the difference between the piloting the tool and the development of the tool.

(1) The development of the tool follows from the experience of person testing the tool.

(2) The development of the tool follows from our discussions ( in Antwerp as well) too.

(3) The development of the tool has been a never-ending story.

(4) The selection of steps of the tool is the source of the dilemma: What is the impact of the selection of steps on the aims of the tool? 

2. Dilemma:

If it is necessary to give the participants more information about national and cultural context of regulations in given countries? 

We decided to take care about the procedure of introduction the country material (miniversion) and to add some information about political and cultural context of given country. 

3. We decided to rewrite the summary of the tool in more coherent way.   
The examples 1 and 2 show how differently the project members translated the general instructions into action!

Reflective Journals as Instruments for Formative Evaluation

An extract from a REG’s journal (referring to the issue of processes) shows that the insights the groups got are sometimes not only for the groups themselves important; they are also for the project, in general, very informative.

BOX 4

Extract from reflective journals: Example 3 

The process of tool development 

The REG designed the evaluation forms … at the time of the Telford conference. Meanwhile, the evaluations of about 10 pilots were sent in. The first experiences from that led to some important conclusion and questions about the piloting process. Some of them are: 

· It is important to translate the forms into the language of the test persons.

· The piloting with students can be difficult if they are used to be said what teacher quality is all about and are not used to reflect on the issue by themeselves.

· Piloting tools within ordinary courses might produce different results compared with the testing in particularly arranged situations. 

The REG learned in this case that the cultural context in which the instruments are applied has to be taken into consideration. That observation is important for the formative evaluation of the project: From now on every interpretation of the data should not be done without including background information.

3.3
Examples from a Feedback Paper

Giving feedback by the REG to the groups was an essential part of the implementation of the reflective journal. The feedback was meant to have at least three functions: 

· to be a further stimulus for reflection to the members,

· to make the experiences of the individual groups transparent to all members and 

· to motivate the groups to do the reflective journal next time. Because through feedback project members realized that other people were interested in what they wrote down.

I’ll give you an example to the issue of processes. 

BOX 5

Extract from a feedback paper 

The process of tool development 

Tool development took place in different ways in the various groups. 

Tool development was most troublesome in group 2 (observation) which had to produce videos. In that group it turned out to be impossible to provide the tools within the time-limits which led to much frustration of group members. But the group couldn’t help it: The technical side of the task was too difficult to be completed in time. 

On the other hand group 1 (formal documents) and group 4 (creative tools) didn’t report many problems. Group 3 didn’t even bother to make any comment on that aspect.

This passage makes clear: Serious problems linked to the process of tool development arise in different groups at different times. For example: The group of formal documents faced serious problems at the beginning of the project whereas the observation group (see above) had mostly to deal with them during the last period.

4
Experiences with the Reflective Journal as a Method of Reflective Practice: Prerequisites for the Good Functioning of a Reflective Journal in a Group Context

Finally let me tell you about some of the general experiences we made with this method and the conclusions we’ve drawn from that.

4.1
Great Diversity in Quality as Fundamental Experience

The first thing I have to report on is the fact that the quality of the reflective journals that were submitted was quite variable: 

· Some groups regularly wrote comprehensive and profound papers (see Box 2). 

· Other groups occasionallay sent in only short and superfical texts (see Box 3). With these texts it was evident that the author only had acquited himself of a troublesome burden. In that case the reflective journal would have been ineffective!

Having received journals of low quality the question arises: How can you improve the overall quality of the reflective journal in a project like this even if some groups tend to submit insufficient papers? 

4.2
Recommendations for the Application of the Reflective Journal

As a conclusion from our experiences I would suggest three things:

1. Careful introduction into the theoretical background of the reflective journal

The first thing that should be done is this: Give a clear introduction into the theoretical background of the reflective journal. You should spend enough time to bring across to the project members two things:

· What general idea is behind the method of the reflective journal? Reflective practice, what does that mean?

· Why do we apply this method in this specific context, in our project? Why is it necessary to stimulate the reflective processes of the project members and what should emerge from writing the reflective journal?

You should try to engage people in a discussion about these issues so that they will get a good understanding of things. In our project we did not do that and that was a mistake.

So my conjecture regarding our project is that only those project members who already brought with them a good understanding of reflective practice were able and willing to draw up profound reflective journals.

2. Clear instructions

Give clear orders how to proceed and to be strict in making people stick to the deadlines. We did that partly in the introduction letter and in carrying out tight monitoring.

3. Designation of a person in charge
The last but not least thing is that each group should designate a person in charge of drawing up the reflective journals across the whole project period. That person would feel very responsible and if not the person could be held accountable by the project leader. I have found out that those groups with a single journal writer submitted the better papers.

I think if these three criteria had been met in our project more good journals would had been submitted. Or to put it in another way: If these three criteria are met in a project like ours there are good chances that the application of the reflective journal is conducive to reflection of almost all members.
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