ON BECOMING A REFLECTIVE TEACHER

CARL A. GRANT AND KENNETH M. ZEICHNER

If teachers today are to initiate young people into an etbical existence, they them-
selves must attend move fully than they normally bave to their own lives and ils re-
quirements; they bave to break with the mechanical life, to overcome their own
submergence in the babitual, even in what they conceive to be virtuous, and to
ask the “why” with which all moral reasoning begins.’

Asyou proceed with your professional education,
you will continually be confronted with numer-
ous choices about the kind of teacher to become.
Recent literature in education has clearly shown
that teachers differ substantially according to
their goals and priorities and to the instructional
and classroom management strategies that they
employ. These differences among teachers have
usually been portrayed as contrasting “types.” For
example, much has been written in recent years
about the differences between teachers who are
“open or traditional,” “child-centered or subject-
centered,” “direct or indirect,” and “humanistic or
custodial”These dichotomies attempt to differen-
tiate teachers who hold different views about
what is important for children to learn, preferred
instructional and management strategies, and
types of curricular materials, and about the kinds
of school and classroom organizational structures
within which they want to work. The kind of
teacher you wish to become, the stands you take
on educational issues, and the knowledge and
skills you need for putting your beliefs into action
all represent decisions you as a prospective
teacher need to make.

Over a hundred years of educational research
has yet to discover the most effective instruc-
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tional methods and school and classroom organi-
zational structures for all students. This, together
with the fact that “rules for practice” cannot now
and probably never will be easily derived from ei-
ther college coursework or practical school expe-
rience, makes your choices regarding these issues
and the manner in which you determine them of
great importance. '

With regard to instructional strategies and
methods, you will literally be bombarded in your
courses and practicums with suggestions and ad-
vice regarding the numerous techniques and
strategies that ate now available for the instruc-
tion of children in the varjious content areas. For
example, you will be taught various strategies for
leading discussions, managing small groups, de-
signing learning centers, administering diagnostic
and evaluative procedures, and teaching concepts
and skills.

Furthermore, in each of the content areas
there are choices to be made about a general ap-
proach or orientation to instruction over and

Source: “On Becoming a Reflective Teacher” from Preparing
for Reflective Teaching, copyright 1984 by Carl Grant and
Ken Zeichner. Reprinted by permission of the authors.
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above the choice of specific instructional tech-
niques and procedures.You, ultimately, must make
decisions about which approach or combination
of approaches to employ amid competing claims
by advocates that their approach offers the best
solution to problems of instruction.

Undoubtedly, there is a great deal of debate in
education today over how to go about teaching
agreed upon content and skills and about the
ways to manage classrooms and children. How-
ever, the question of what to teach,and to whom,
precedes the question of bow to teach.The selec-
tion of content to be taught to a particular group
of children and of the types of instructional mate-
rials and resources to support this process are is-
sues of great importance despite the fact that any
school in which you are likely to work will have
some set of policies. Although there are limits
placed upon teachers regarding curricular con-
tent and materials, teachers usually have some lat-
itude in the selection of specific content and ma-
terials within broad curricular guidelines.

For example, in the state of Wisconsin it is
required that teachers teach the history of their
state as part of the 4th grade social studies cur-
riculum. Within these guidelines, individual
teachers usually have some degree of choice
about what to teach or emphasize about Wiscon-
sin history and about what materials to use. This
holds true in many curricular areas; even where
schools have adopted particular instructional ap-
proaches and programs, such as in reading and
math, teachers are still permitted some degree of
personal discretion in the selection of content
and materials.

You will also face a set of options about the
kinds of school organizational structures in which
you will work, and you will need to be aware that
not all structures are compatible with all posi-
tions on issues of curriculum and instruction. At
the elementary school level, for example, do you
prefer to work in a self-contained classroom with
one group of children or do you prefer to work
closely with colleagues in a departmentalized
context, such as is found in many individually
guided education schools? Furthermore, you must
begin to form positions about the kinds of school

and classroom structures that will support the
kind of teaching you want to do.

In addition to these numerous choices and is-
sues, there is another and more basic choice fac-
ing you.This choice concerns the way in which
you go about formulating positions with regard to
the issues mentioned above.To what degree will
you consciously direct this process of decision
making in pursuit of desired ends and in light of
educational and ethical principles? On the other
hand, to what degree will your decisions be me-
chanically directed by others; by impulse, tradition,
and authority? An important distinction is made be-
tween being a reflective or an unreflective teacher,
and it necessarily involves every prospective
teacher no matter what your orientation and re-
gardless of the specific position that you eventually
adopt on the issues of curriculum and instruction.

You may be wondering what we mean by
being a reflective teacher. In the early part of this
century, John Dewey made an important distinc-
tion between human action that is reflective and
that which is routine. Much of what Dewey had
to say on this matter was directed specifically to
teachers and prospective teachers, and his re-
marks remain very relevant for those in the
process of becoming teachers in the 1980s. Ac-
cording to Dewey,” routine action is behavior
that is guided by impulse, tradition, and authority.
In any social setting, and the school is no excep-
tion, there exists a taken-for-granted definition of
everyday reality in which problems, goals, and the
means for their:solution become defined in par-
ticular ways. As long as everyday life continues
without major interruption, this reality is per-
ceived to be unproblematic. Furthermore, this
dominant world view is only one of the many
views of reality that would theoretically be possi-
ble, and it serves as a barrier to recognizing and
experimenting with alternative viewpoints.

Teachers who are unreflective about their
work uncritically accept this everyday reality in
schools and concentrate their efforts on finding
the most effective and efficient means to achieve
ends and to solve problems that have largely been
defined for them by others. These teachers lose
sight of the fact that their everyday reality is only



one of many possible alternatives. They tend to
forget the purposes and ends toward which they
are working.

Dewey defines reflective action,” on the
other hand, as behavior which involves active,
persistent, and careful consideration of any belief
or practice in light of the grounds that support it
and the further consequences to which it leads.
According to Dewey, reflection involves a way of
meeting and responding to problems. Reflective
teachers actively reflect upon their teaching and
upon the educational, social and political con-
texts in which their teaching is embedded.

There are three attitudes that Dewey defines
as prerequisites for reflective action.” First, open-
mindedness refers to an active desire to listen to
more sides than one, to give full attention to alter-
nate possibilities, and to recognize the possibility
of error even in the beliefs that are dearest to us.
Prospective teachers who are openminded are
continually examining the rationales (educational
or otherwise) that underlie what is taken to be
natural and right and take pains to seek out con-
flicting evidence on issues of educational practice.

Second, an attitude of responsibility involves
careful consideration of the consequences to
which an action leads. Responsible student teach-
ers ask themselves why they are doing what they
are doing in the classroom in a way that tran-
scends questions of immediate utility and in light
of educational purposes of which they are aware.
If all that is taught in schools were imparted
through the formally sanctioned academic cur-
riculum and if all of the consequences of teach-
ers’ actions could be anticipated in advance, the
problem here would be much simpler than it is in
actuality. However, there is a great deal of agree-
ment among educators of various ideological per-
suasions that much of what children learn in
school is imparted through the covert processes
of the so called “hidden curriculum” and that
many consequences of the actions of educators
are unanticipated outcomes that often contradict
formally stated educational goals. Given the pow-
erful impact of the hidden curriculum on the ac-
tual outcomes of schooling and the frequently
unanticipated consequences of our actions, re-
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flection about the potential impact of our actions
in the classroom is extremely important.

The third and final attitude of the reflective
teacher is one of wholebeartedness. This refers to
the fact that openmindedness and responsibility
must be central components in the life of the re-
flective teacher and implies that prospective
teachers who are reflective must take active con-
trol over their education as teachers. A great deal
of research demonstrates that prospective teach-
ers very quickly adopt beliefs and practices of
those university and school instructors with
whom they work. Many prospective teachers
seem to become primarily concerned with meet-
ing the oftentimes conflicting expectations of uni-
versity professors and cooperating teachers, and
with presenting a favorable image to them in the
hope of securing favorable evaluations. This im-
pression management is understandable and is a
natural consequence of existing power relation-
ships in teacher education, but the divided inter-
est that results tends to divert students’ attention
from a critical analysis of their work and the con-
text in which it is performed. If reflectiveness is
to be part of the lives of prospective teachers, stu-
dents will have to seek actively to be openminded
and responsible or else the pressure of the taken-
for-granted institutional realities will force them
back into routine behavior.

Possession of these attitudes of openminded-
ness, responsibility, and wholeheartedness, to-
gether with a command of technical skills of in-
quiry (for example observation) and problem
solving define for Dewey a teacher who is reflec-
tive. Reflection, according to Dewey,

emancipates us from merely impulsive and routine
activity . . . enables us to direct our actions with
foresight and to plan according to ends in view of
purposes of which we are aware. It enables us to
know what we are about when we act.”

On the other hand, according to Dewey, to
cultivate unreflective activity is “to further en-
slavement for it leaves the person at the mercy of
appetite, sense and circumstance”®

Choosing between becoming a reflective
teacher or an unreflective teacher is one of the



106 PART 3

most important decisions that you will have to
make.The quality of all of your decisions regarding
curriculum and instruction rests upon this choice.

You are probably saying to yourself, “Of
course I want to be a reflective teacher, who
wouldn’t. But, you need to tell me more.” The fol-
lowing sections of the paper discuss the three
characteristics of reflective thinking in refation to
classroom teaching, analyze whether reflective
teaching is a realistic and/or desirable goal, and
offer suggestions for how you can begin to be-
come a reflective teacher.

FURTHER INSIGHT

We have pointed out that openmindedness, re-
sponsibility, and wholeheartedness are the char-
acteristics of reflective thinking. Let us now dis-
cuss each characteristic in relation to classroom
teaching.

OPENMINDEDNESS

When you begin to teach, both as a student
teacher and as a licensed teacher, you will most
likely be asked to accept teaching procedures and
strategies that are already being used in that
school or classroom. Will you accept these with-
out question, or will you explore alternative ways
of looking at existing teaching practices? For ex-
ample, celebrating holidays like Thanksgiving and
Columbus Day helps to affirm the prevailing his-
torical accounts of these days as well as the cus-
toms and traditions associated with them. As a
teacher, would you be willing to reevaluate what
and how you teach about holidays if some of the
students in your class hold a different point of
view about them? Would you modify your teach-
ing to take into account their views and beliefs?
Being a reflective teacher means that you keep an
open mind about the content, methods, and pro-
cedures used in your classroom. You constantly
reevaluate their worth in relation to the students
currently enrolled and to the circumstances. You
not only ask why things are the way that they are,
but also how they can be made better.

The reflective teacher understands that
school practices are not accepted because they
are clothed in tradition. If, for example, most of
the boys but only a few of the girls are being as-
signed to Industrial Arts, you should inquire as to
why this is happening. You could then begin to
formulate teaching and counseling plans (for ex-
ample, career opportunities, workshops) that
would allow students regardless of gender to ben-
efit from the training that is available in those
courses.

RESPONSIBILITY

Teaching involves moral and responsible action.
Teachers make moral choices when they make
voluntary decisions to have students attain one
educational objective instead of another. These
decisions are conscious actions that result in cer-
tain consequences.These actions can be observed
when teachers develop curriculum and choose
instructional materials. For example, until re-
cently a textbook company had two basal readers
in its reading series. One basal reader was some-
what racially integrated and the other had all
white characters. When | teachers consciously
chose one basal reader over the other or did not
modify the all white reader to correct the racial
bias, they made a decision that affected not only
their students’ racial attitudes and understanding
about different groups of people, but also their at-
titudes about themselves. In other words, teach-
ers can encourage ethnocentric attitudes as well
as teach an unrealistic view of the world commu-
nity beyond the school community by failing to
provide knowledge about other groups.

As a reflective teacher you are aware of your
actions and their consequences. You are aware
that your teaching behavior should not be condi-
tioned merely by the immediate utility of an ac-
tion. For example, it may be much easier to have
your students answer questions or work prob-
lems on conveniently prepared ditto sheets than
to have them do small group projects or hold
classroom debates. It may also be much easier if
you use one textbook to teach a unit on the Mex-
ican American War than if you use multiple text-



books and other historical documents that would
represent both governments’ points of view. But
immediate utility cannot become the sole justifi-
cation for your actions and cannot excuse you
from the consequences of your actions. Your ac-
tions must have a definite and responsibly se-
lected purpose. You have an obligation to con-
sider their consequences in relation to the lives of
the students you have accepted the responsibility
to teach.

WHOLEHEARTEDNESS

A reflective teacher is not openminded and re-
sponsible merely when it is convenient. Open-
mindedness and responsibility are integral, vital
dimensions of your teaching philosophy and be-
havior. For example, we have seen teachers pub-
licly advocate a belief in integrating handicapped
students into the regular class; however, when ob-
serving in their classrooms, we saw the handi-
capped students treated in isolation because the
curriculum and the instructional strategies had
not been modified to capitalize upon the stu-
dents’ strengths or to acknowledge the students’
individual differences. The teachers often left
handicapped students to sit in the outer bound-
aries of the classroom instead of changing the
physical environment of the classroom—desk
arrangements—to allow them to move about
freely as other students would. As a reflective
teacher, you do not hesitate or forget to fight for
your beliefs and for a quality education for all.
The reflective teacher is dedicated and com-
mitted to teaching all students, not just certain
students. Many of your peers say they want to
teach because they love and enjoy working with
kids.Are they really saying any and all kids, or are
they saying kids that are just like them? The story
of Mary Smith will help to illustrate our point.
During a job interview with a rural school system,
Mary Smith, a graduate from a large urban univer-
sity, was composed and fluent in discussing teach-
ing methods and curriculum. She also stressed
her genuine love for and enjoyment of children
and her desire to help them. Her “performance”
was so compelling that she was invited to accept
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a teaching position. Mary Smith, we must point
out, believed what she said in the interview and
eagerly looked forward to her teaching assign-
ment. Her assignment was to a six room rural
school, where the majority of the students spoke
with a heavy regional dialect that she had never
before heard. The students’ reading and mathe-
matics achievement according to standardized
tests was three to four years below grade level.
Their behavior and attitudes toward school were
different from what she had been accustomed to.
They regarded the schools as boring and irrele-
vant to their life style and their future, and they
demonstrated their disregard for the school and
the teacher by disobeying many instructional and
behavioral “requests” Mary tried diligently for
three months to get the students to cooperate
and follow her instructions. At the beginning of
the fourth month, however, she resigned her posi-
tion. In her letter of resignation she stated that
“these kids are not ready to accept what I have
been trained to give them. Therefore, I will seek
teaching employment where the students want
to learn.”

There are many teachers like Mary Smith, but
the reflective teacher is not one of them.The re-
flective teacher is wholehearted in accepting all
students and is willing to learn about and affirm
the uniqueness of each student for whom he or
she accepts responsibility. If you are a reflective
teacher, your teaching behavior is a manifestation
of your teaching philosophy and you are
unswerving in your desire to make certain that
the two become one and the same.

Is REFLECTIVE TEACHING A REALISTIC
AND/OR DESIRABLE GOAL?

Throughout this century many educators have ar-
gued that teachers need to be more reflective
about their work. The argument is often made
that schools and society are constantly changing
and that teachers must be reflective in order to
cope effectively with changing circumstances. By
uncritically accepting what is customary and by
engaging in fixed and patterned behaviors, teach-
ers make it more unlikely that they will be able to
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change and grow as situations inevitably change.
Furthermore, it is commonly accepted that no
teacher education program, whatever its focus,
can prepare teachers to work effectively in all
kinds of classroom settings.Therefore, it becomes
important for you to be reflective in order that
you may intelligently apply the knowledge and
skills gained in your formal preparation for teach-
ing to situations that may be very different from
those you experienced during your training.

At the same time many questions have been
raised about whether reflective teaching is a real-
istic or even necessary goal to set before prospec-
tive teachers.The purpose of this section is to ex-
amine briefly three of the most common
objections that have been raised about the goal of
reflective teaching and to demonstrate how, de-
spite these doubts, it is still possible and desirable
for teachers to work toward a more reflective ori-
entation to both their work and their workplace.

Is IT PossiBLE TO TAKE THE TIME TO
REFLECT?

Many have argued that the nature of teaching and
the ecology of classrooms make reflective teaching
unrealistic and even undesirable. For example, it is
frequently pointed out that classrooms are fast-
paced and unpredictable environments where
teachers are often required to make spontaneous
decisions in response to children’s ongoing reac-
tions to an instructional program. Phillip Jackson
has estimated that teachers engage in approxi-
mately 1,000 interpersonal interactions on any
given day and there is no way to describe life in the
classroom as anything but extremely complex.”
Furthermore, institutional constraints such as
high pupil-teacher ratios, the lack of released time
for reflection, and pressures to cover a required
curriculum with diverse groups of children who
are compelled to come to school shape and limit
the range of possible teacher actions.The point is
made that teachers do not have the time to reflect
given the necessity of quick action and the press
of institutional demands. According to this view,
intuitiveness (as opposed to reflectiveness) is an
adaptive response and a natural consequence of

the fast-paced unpredictable nature of classroom
life and is necessary for teachers to be able to ne-
gotiate classroom demands.

Phillip Jackson expresses serious doubts
about whether teachers could even function at all
in classrooms if they spent more time reflecting
about the purposes and consequences of their
work.

If teachers sought a more thorough understanding
of their world, insisted on greater rationality in
their actions, were completely openminded in
their consideration of pedagogical choices and
profound in their view of the human condition,
they might well receive greater applause from in-
tellectuals, but it is doubtful that they would per-
form with greater efficiency in the classroom. On
the contrary, it is quite possible that such paragons
of virtue, if they could be found to exist, would ac-
tually have a deuce of a time coping in any sus-
tained way with a class of third graders or a play
yard full of nursery school tots.®

While classrooms are indeed fast-paced and
complex environments, it does not automatically
follow that reflective teaching is incompatible
with this reality and that teachers by necessity
must rely primarily upon intuition and unreflec-
tive actions. Several studies’ have convincingly
shown that the quality of teacher deliberations
outside of the classroom (for example, during
planning periods or team meetings) affects the
quality of their future actions within the class-
room. As Dewey points out, “To reflect is to look
back on what has been done to extract the mean-
ings which are the capital stock for dealing with
further experience.”'® Reflection which is di-
rected toward the improvement of classroom
practice does not necessarily need to take place
within the classroom to have an impact on class-
room practice. Despite the fact that reflection as
has been defined in this paper does not occur in
many schools even when there has been time set
aside for that purpose,’’ the possibility still exists.

Furthermore, the fast pace of classroom life
does not preclude a certain amount of reflection
within its boundaries. Those who have written
about reflective teaching have never argued for
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“complete openness of mind.” On the contrary, re-
flective teaching involves a balance between
thought and action; a balance between the arro-
gance that blindly rejects what is commonly ac-
cepted as truth and the servility that blindly re-
ceives this “truth.”There is clearly such a thing as
too much thinking, as when a person finds it diffi-
cult to reach any definite conclusion and wanders
helplessly among the multitude of choices pre-
sented by a situation, but to imply that reflection
necessarily paralyzes one from action is to distort
the true meaning of reflective teaching.

Is IT POSSIBLE TO ACT ON THE RESULTS
OF REFLECTION?

Another objection that has frequently been raised
is that even if teachers do reflect on the purposes
and consequences of their actions, they are not
able to act on the results of their inquiries if the
desired course of action is in conflict with the
dominant institutional norms of their school. Ac-
cording to this view, teachers are basically func-
tionaries within a bureaucratic system, they have
prescribed roles and responsibilities, and in order

" to survive in that system they must always give

way to institutional demands.In other words, why
bother with reflection if you always have to do
what you are told to do anyway? Encouraging
prospective teachers to reflect about their work
is viewed as a hopeless endeavor, because what-
ever habits of reflectiveness are developed during
preservice training will inevitably be “washed
out” by inservice school experience as teachers
are forced into standardized patterns of behavior
and into conformity with bureaucratic norms of
obedience and loyalty to those in authority. As
Wayne Hoy and William Rees'? point out, the
forces of bureaucratic socialization in schools are
strong and efficient.

As was mentioned earlier, there is little doubt
that schools as institutions and the societal con-
texts in which they are embedded exert numer-
ous pressures on teachers to conform to certain
behavioral norms, to cover certain curricular con-
tent and to use particular methods of instruction
and classroom management. However, while they
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are necessarily constrained by these institutional
pressures and by their own individual biases and
predispositions, teachers do to varying degrees
play active roles in shaping their own occupa-
tional identities. If, for example, you were to sur-
vey the teachers within a given school, it would
probably be fairly easy to identify a dominant
“teacher culture” in that school, which defines a
set of viewpoints about curriculum, instruction,
classroom management and organization. Yet, at
the same time, you will inevitably find differences
and conflicts among teachers in that school in
terms of their beliefs, their instructional methods,
and the ways in which they have organized their
classrooms. Not all teachers in a given school are
alike, and the very existence of these differences
within the same institutional conditions is evi-
dence of the potential for teachers to act upon
their beliefs even if they conflict with the domi-
nant viewpoints in a given setting.

In reality, the habits of mind and pedagogical
skills that you develop now in your formal educa-
tion for teaching will not necessarily be “washed
out” by school experience.The world of teaching
necessarily involves a constant interplay between
choice and constraint. No matter how prescribed
the curriculum and whatever the degree of con-
sensus over behavioral norms for teachers in the
settings in which you will work, there will always
be some degree of conflict over what is natural
and right and some amount of space for you to
act alone or with others to reshape the nature of
the school in which you work. There are more
than a few teachers who do not fit the bureau-
cratic mold that is frequently portrayed in educa-
tional literature, and there is potentially enough
room for most teachers within their prescribed
roles for some degree of reflection to take place.

Is IT NECESSARY TO REFLECT?

A third objection that has been raised about re-
flective teaching is that it is not necessary to be
reflective in order to be an effective teacher. Ad-
vocates of this position point to the many highly
regarded teachers in our schools who succeed
without apparently reflecting on the purposes
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and consequences of their work. For example,
Phillip Jackson studied fifty teachers who were
identified by their principals and by general repu-
tation as being outstanding teachers, and he con-
cluded that these exemplars of educational prac-
tice approached their work in classrooms largely
through intuition rather than through any process
of rational analysis.

This conclusion has been confirmed by much
of the recent research on teacher thinking'® by
studies of teacher-pupil interactions’* and by Dan
Lortie’s'> study of the “ethos” of the teaching pro-
fession.According to many education researchers,
teachers for the most part, including good teach-
ers, do not seem to be especially reflective or ana-
lytic about their work. On the contrary, a substan-
tial number of teachers seem to accept
uncritically what is currently fashionable. As a re-
sult, the position is often taken that it is unneces-
sary to be reflective because one can be a good
teacher without being so.

There are several responses that one could
make to this objection. First, there are numerous
problems with the conclusions that many re-
searchers have drawn about the predominance of
intuitive behavior. Specifically, while it may be
true that many teachers rely primarily on instinct
and feeling while in the classroom, there is no
basis for concluding that good teachers do not
put a lot of thought into their work both before
and after instruction. Many of these researchers
have failed to study what teachers actually do in
their classes and how they construct and justify
specific activities. What actually goes on in the
minds of good teachers—when it is studied—is
still not well understood. Furthermore, there are
some real problems with the view that university
scholars are as a group more reflective than teach-
ers, especially when these conclusions are drawn
by those who identify themselves as being most
reflective. In our view there is no convincing evi-
dence that those in universities are any more or
less likely as a group to be reflective or analytic
about their work than teachers are.

Our own experience in talking with teach-
ers has convinced us that the really good ones
do reflect upon their work and that educational

researchers have failed to capture much of what
goes on in the minds of teachers. In fact, studies
of attempted school reform provide some evi-
dence that teachers do reflect. For example,
those who have studied the processes of change
in schools have generally concluded that teach-
ers are very selective about what they will incor-
porate into their classrooms, and in our view
this selectivity refutes the position that there is
little thought and judgment underlying teachers’
work.1®

There is one further reason for rejecting the
view that reflective teaching is not necessary.
Scheffler clearly summarizes this view:

Justification for reflection is not . . .simply a mat-
ter of minimal necessity. It is rather a matter of de-
sirability, and a thing may be desirable, not because
it is something that we could not do without, but
because it transforms and enhances the quality of
what we do and how we live.'”

As Scheffler’s statement points out, you may
be able to get by, by putting little thought into
your work, but if you want to strive to be the best
teacher that you possibly can, then there is in re-
ality no alternative to reflective teaching. Many
teachers profess that they want their students to
be thoughtful about the work that they do in
school so that they will eventually develop an in-
dependence of mind that will enable them to be
active participants in a democratic society. If we
hold these goals for our children, the place to
begin is with ourselves. If the schools of today
were all that they could be, one could safely ig-
nore our arguments. But if there is more that we
can do to make our schools and our society more
enriching, humane and just, then we need reflec-
tive teachers to play an integral role in this
process.

How 1O BEGIN

You may be asking,“How can I become reflective,
especially given the fact that I haven't started
teaching yet?” The suggestions that we will now
offer will help you get started. Remember, becom-



ing a reflective teacher is a continual process of
growth.

Many educators have correctly pointed out
that even before you enter a formal program of
teacher preparation you have already been social-
ized to some extent by the twelve years or more
you have spent as a student.You have spent liter-
ally thousands of hours assessing schools and
classrooms and have by now internalized (largely
unconsciously) conceptions of children, learning,
the roles of teacher and student, curriculum, be-
liefs and assumptions concerning almost every
issue related to schooling. From our point of view,
a good place to begin the process of reflective
teaching is to examine these numerous predispo-
sitions that you bring with you into formal prepa-
ration for teaching. Consciously or not, these will
affect how you will perceive what will be pre-
sented to you in your teacher education program
and how you will interpret your own and others’
actions in the classroom.

It is important for you to begin to discrimi-
nate between beliefs and assumptions that rest
upon tested evidence and those that do not, and
to be cautious about putting confidence into be-
liefs that are not well justified. Some of our ideas
have, in fact, been picked up from other people
merely because they are widely accepted views,
not because we have examined them carefully. Be-
cause of the nature of teaching, we may often be
compelled to act without full confidence in a
point of view or an approach to a problem.This is
unavoidable. However, if we remain tentative
about our beliefs, the possibility will remain that
we may revise our thinking if future evidence
warrants it. On the other hand, if we are dogmatic
about our beliefs and refuse to entertain the pos-
sibility that we may be in error, the avenues for
further growth are closed off. There are no greater
errors that prospective teachers can make than
those that stem from an unbending certainty in
one’s beliefs.

In Dilemmas of Schooling, Ann and Harold
Berlak propose several specific steps for proceed-
ing with a reflective analysis of the assumptions
and beliefs regarding schooling that one brings
into one’s teacher preparation.'® The first step is
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to begin to articulate your current beliefs regard-
ing a host of specific issues and to examine the as-
sumptions that underlie these beliefs. For exam-
ple, what knowledge and skills should be taught
to different groups of children? How much con-
trol should a teacher exert over children’s learn-
ing and behavior? To what extent should teachers
transmit a common core of values and beliefs to
all children, and to what extent should the cur-
riculum attend to the cultural knowledge and
background experiences of children? The issues
here are endless.The above examples are only in-
tended as illustrations of the kinds of questions
that can be considered.

The next step is to compare your own beliefs
with the beliefs of others. It is important for you
to seek actively to understand the beliefs of oth-
ers (peers, instructors, friends) within your formal
courses and, more generally, by reading, observ-
ing, and talking to others in both professional and
nonprofessional settings. Prospective teachers
who are sensitive to the tentative nature of their
beliefs take pains to examine any issue from more
than one perspective.

Once you have begun to identify the sub-
stance of your own beliefs and have become
more conscious of alternatives that exist or could
be created, it is important for you to do some
thinking about the origins and consequences of
these beliefs. For example, how has your own bi-
ographical history (for example, unique factors in
your upbringing, your school experience as a
pupil) affected the way in which you currently
think about issues of schooling? Which of your
current beliefs have you examined carefully
through weighing and then rejecting alternative
points of view, and which do you hold merely be-
cause they are widely accepted by those with
whom you associate? Also, which of your current
beliefs are the result of outside forces over which
you have no control, and which beliefs are
merely rationalizations masking an unwillingness
to risk the difficulties and/or the possible dis-
pleasure of others that would result from their
implementation?

Along with doing this analysis of the origin of
your beliefs, you should begin to consider the



112 PART 3

possible consequences for yourself and others of
holding particular beliefs. For example, what
meanings (intended and unintended) are children
likely to take from particular beliefs if they were
actually implemented in the classroom? In consid-
ering the likely consequences of various courses
of action it is important to consider more than
the immediate utility of an action.The costs asso-
ciated with what works in the short run to help
you get through a lesson smoothly at times may
outweigh the benefits to be gained.

Because of the intimate relationship that ex-
ists between the school and society, any consider-
ation of the consequences of an educational ac-
tion must inevitably take one beyond the
boundaries of the classroom and even the school
itself. There is no such thing as a neutral educa-
tional activity. Any action that one takes in the
classroom is necessarily linked to the external
economic, political and social order in either a
primarily integrative or a creative fashion. Either a
teaching activity serves to integrate children into
the current social order or it provides children
with the knowledge, attitudes or skills to deal crit-
ically and creatively with that reality in order to
improve it. In any case, all teaching is embedded
in an ideological background, and one cannot
fully understand the significance or conse-
quences of an activity unless one also considers
that activity in light of the more general issues of
social continuity and change.

For example, what are the likely conse-
quences for the life chances of various groups of
children if you present school knowledge as cer-
tain and objective to some groups of children
and stress the tentativeness of knowledge to oth-
ers? In other words, if you teach some students
to accept what they are told and others to ques-
tion and make their own decisions, how will this
affect the social roles they hold later, and which
group of children will you be preparing for
which social roles? This example is cited to make
the point that one can at least begin to identify
the connections between everyday classroom
practices and issues of social continuity and
change. Because of the numerous forces acting
upon children over a period of many years, we

can never be certain of the effect that any given
course of action by one teacher has in the long
run, but it is certain that, despite the complexity,
linkages do exist. It is important at least to at-
tempt to think about the consequences of our
actions in a way that transcends questions of im-
mediate utility.

Finally, once you have begun to think about
the origins and consequences of the beliefs that
you bring into your formal education, the issue
of “craft” also needs to be considered. What
knowledge and skills will you need to gain in
order to implement successfully the kind of
teaching that follows from your educational be-
liefs? If you as a prospective teacher are reflec-
tive, you do not passively absorb any and all of
the skills and knowledge that others have de-
cided are necessary for your education as a
teacher.The craft knowledge and skills for teach-
ing that you will gain during your formal prepa-
ration will originate from two major sources:
your university instructors and supervisors, and
the teachers and administrators with whom you
will work during your practicum experiences in
schools. If you are reflective about your own ed-
ucation for teaching, you will give some direc-
tion to the craft knowledge and skills that you
learn in your training.

Within the university your socialization for
teaching is much more than the learning of “ap-
propriate” content and procedures for teaching.
The knowledge and skills that will be communi-
cated to you through your university courses are
not neutral descriptions of how things are; in re-
ality, they are value governed selections from a
much larger universe of possibilities. Selections
that reflect the educational ideologies of the in-
structors with whom you come into contact.
Some things have been selected for your pur-
suance while other things have been deempha-
sized or even ignored.These selections reflect at
least implicitly answers to normative questions
about the nature of schooling, the appropriate
roles for teachers and students, how to classify,
arrange and evaluate educational knowledge,
and how to think about educational problems
and their solutions. But just as you will find di-




versity in the educational perspectives of a
group of teachers in any given school, within
any university program different university in-
structors will emphasize, deemphasize and ig-
nore difficult points of view. As a result, it often
becomes necessary for you to make decisions
about the relevance of conflicting positions on
an issue and to seek out information that sup-
ports views that may have been selected out by
your instructors.

Therefore, if you want to give some direction
to your education and to play an active role in
shaping your own occupational identity, it be-
comes important for you to be constantly critical
and reflective about that which is presented to
you and that which has been omitted. That which
is presented to you may or may not be the most
appropriate craft knowledge and skill to help you
get where you want to go.You need to filter all
that is offered to you through your own set of pri-
orities. At the same time, identify and use the in-
structors’ stances about educational issues as al-
ternatives that can help you develop your own
beliefs. Generally, the same critical orientation
that we have encouraged you to bring to bear
upon your own prior experiences and beliefs
should also be applied to that which is imparted
to you by university instructors. Specifically, what
are the origins and consequences of the view-
points presented, and of the alternatives that are
available or could be created?

Finally, one important part of your education
for teaching will be the time you spend observing
and working with teachers and administrators in
school practicums. When you participate in a
practicum you come into a setting (someone
else’s classroom) after certain patterns have been
established and after certain ways of organizing
time, space, instruction and so forth have become
routine. Cooperating teachers, who make many of
these decisions, will often not take the time to ex-
plain to you how and why these decisions have
been made, partly because the routines are by
then part of the taken-for-granted reality of their
classrooms. Consequently, prospective teachers
often fail to grasp how what they see came to be
in the first place and are often incapable of creat-
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ing certain structures on their own once they
have their own classrooms.This is a serious lapse
in an education student’s learning because it is
difficult to understand any setting adequately
without understanding how it was produced. If
you want to understand the settings in which you
will work, you will need to question your teach-
ers about the reasons underlying what exists and
is presently taken for granted.The following ques-
tions illustrate the things you should seek to un-
derstand: Why is the school day organized as it is?
Why is math taught every day but science taught
only once per week? How and why was it de-
cided to teach this particular unit on pollution?
How are children placed into groups for reading
and what opportunities exist for movement
among groups? These regularities exist for partic-
ular reasons and it is up to you to seek an under-
standing of how what is, came to be.

You will also need to ask your cooperating
teachers about the ways in which particular
decisions are being made while you are there.
Although many of the basic patterns of class-
rooms will be established before you arrive, oth-
ers will still be developing. The basic problem
here is for you to gain an understanding of the
thought processes that underlie your cooperating
teacher’s current actions. Importantly, many re-
searchers have discovered that unless education
students initiate these kinds of discussions with
their mentors, the logic behind classroom deci-
sions is often missed by prospective teachers."
Experienced teachers may take many important
factors for granted, and unless you actively probe
for what underlies their behavior you will miss
much of what is significant about the nature of
teacher decision-making.

Seymour Sarason proposes that two basic
questions be asked of any educational setting.
One is what is the rationale underlying the set-
ting? And the other is what is the universe of al-
ternatives that could be considered?®® We
strongly feel that asking these questions is neces-
sary in order for you to gain the maximum benefit
from your practical experience in schools. If you
choose not to follow our advice but to take a pri-
marily passive role as a student teacher, your



114 PART 3

learning will be limited to that which you happen
upon by chance. If you want to be a certain kind
of teacher and to have a particular quality of im-
pact on children, you will need to ensure that
your education for teaching will help you get
where you want to go and that where you want
to go is worth the effort.As you gain more experi-
ence you may frequently change your mind about
the kind of teacher you want to become, but tak-
ing an active part in your own professional prepa-
ration will at Jeast give you some control over de-
termining the direction in which you are headed.

We have attempted to alert you to some of
the numerous issues that you will have to con-
front during the next few years of your education
for teaching. We have argued that there is a funda-
mental choice for you to make: whether you will
give some direction to your training or let others
direct it for you. In doing so, we have argued that
reflective teaching is both possible and desirable.
If the teachers of tomorrow are to contribute to
the revitalization and renewal of our schools,
there is no alternative. However, as in all deci-
sions, the final choice is up to you.
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