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The Reflective Companion

A self and peer-assessment tool to
analyse reflexivity in portfolios

For more than ten years, the Centre for Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education (ZHE) at the Zurich University of Teacher Education (PH Zurich)
has been teaching and awarding Certificates of Advanced Studies (CAS) in
Hochschuldidaktik (a postgraduate course on teaching and learning in high-
er education). One of the team’s interests was to examine the level of reflec-
tion in the teaching practice of participants as demonstrated in the portfo-
lios and projects submitted for certification. To do this, the team conducted
a Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) study and developed a tool
to assess reflectivity in written texts. This article presents first a theoretical
background on reflectivity in academic writing in continuous training pro-
grammes in higher education, followed by a look at the context and objec-
tives of the study as well as the development and testing of the model. We
then introduce the Reflective Companion, a tool for evaluating reflectivity
in portfolios and projects. We conclude with a discussion of how the use of
the Reflective Companion in our CAS programmes has facilitated self-assess-
ment of reflective skills and increased awareness of how teachers can address
reflectivity in written texts with their students.
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The primary mission of the Centre for Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education (ZHE) at the Zurich University of Teacher Education (PH Zurich)
is to provide academic development in university didactics through training
courses and counselling to individual faculty and teams, to support faculties
and study programme curriculum design and development processes, and to
carry out research on current topics in higher education. The Centre offers var-
ious training programmes, including a one-and-a-half-year, 10 ECTS postgrad-
uate course on teaching and learning in higher education (CAS Higher Edu-
cation Didactics course, CAS Hochschuldidaktik in German). The programme
focusses on developing academic and especially pedagogic basic and contem-
porary competencies to enhance teaching and learning processes at universi-
ties, covering topics such as course planning, active learning methods, assess-
ment formats and feedback, coaching, and observation and demonstration
of teaching. Participants complete their training by submitting a portfolio or
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL)! project. After years of certify-
ing, the Centre undertook an analysis of the portfolios and SoTL projects from
a SoTL perspective and worked together to improve how the quality of par-
ticipants’ reflection in particular is assessed. The following goals were central:

+  to gain a better understanding of the concept of reflective practice,

+  to develop a model for analysing and assessing reflectivity in
written texts,

+  to study the reflective practice of course participants with the
overarching goal of better supporting them in this reflective process,

+  to develop an online tool to assess reflectivity that could be used by
both teachers and participants as a self- and peer assessment tool.

In this contribution, we provide a systematic insight into the findings from
this project (what we learned from the analysis of the portfolios and pro-
jects). We also present the design process, development, and evaluation of the
Reflective Companion tool.

1 Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) involves higher education institutions sup-
porting lecturers in developing a systematic approach to inquiry regarding their teaching.
Huber defines SoTL as “the scientific engagement of university teachers in the subject
areas with their own teaching and/or the learning of students in their own institutional en-
vironment through investigations and systematic reflections”. Huber, 2014, p. 21. Studies
show that SoTL has a positive impact on student-centred approaches to teaching

(cf. Kreber et al., 2000), and is tied to improvements in student learning (cf. Trigwell, 2013).

B -



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471807-013
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

THE REFLECTIVE COMPANION

Reflection in higher education didactics:
reviewing the literature of a multifaceted concept

For decades, teachers and researchers have advocated for the recognition of
reflection as an important component of learning processes. The current body
of evidence on reflection is based on the significant contributions of Dewey,
Schon, and Kolb.? Reflection, or the skill of reflecting on practice experiences,
is seen as essential in building and developing professional competencies.® If
the ability of students to reflect is considered important in teacher education
and needs to be explicitly promoted, then it is necessary to clarify the mean-
ing of the term so as to better understand its phases and main components.
Undertaking the following literature review has helped us build our own the-
oretical model for analysing portfolios and projects.

What is reflection?

While there is no universally accepted definition of reflection in the litera-
ture, and a wide range of theoretical approaches and practical applications,*
there is agreement that reflection represents a (higher) form of thinking.
As Moon notes:

Reflection is a form of mental processing—like a form of thinking—
that we may use to fulfil a purpose or to achieve some anticipated out-
come, or we may simply ‘be reflective’ when an outcome may be unexpect-
ed. Reflection is applied to relatively complicated, ill-structured ideas for
which there is not an obvious solution and is largely based on the further
processing of knowledge and understanding that we already possess.’

This definition bears some expansion when reflection is applied in formal
education, because in a formal context, reflection usually involves both pro-
cesses of reflection and the representation of reflection. Moreover, it usual-
ly takes place under constraints and conditions that influence the learner’s
reflective processes and responses. Moon further observes that:

Dewey, 1993; Schon, 1983; Kolb, 1984.

Mezirow, 1997; Schén, 1983; McAlpine & Weston, 2000.
Korthagen, 2001, p. 266.

Moon, 2007, p. 192.
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Reflection/reflective learning or reflective writing in an academic context
is likely to include a deliberate and stated purpose for reflection, with an
outcome stated in terms of learning, action, or clarification. It may be
preceded by a description of the purpose and/or object of the reflection.
The process and outcome of the reflective work will most likely be in rep-
resentative (e.g., written) form, seen and evaluated by others. All these
factors may influence its nature and quality.®

Definitions also differ in terms of which aspects of learning are emphasized
(e.g., cognitive, emotional, meaningful, motivational, social, cultural, or polit-
ical), the extent to which the process of reflection is controlled and described,
and the extent to which change and development are taken into account.”
Examining the changes and developments in teaching resulting from the pro-
cess of reflection holds particular importance for us.

Phases in the reflective process

Reflectivity refers to an individual’s awareness of how their behaviour affects
the (learning) process, and how awareness of one’s own thoughts, feelings,
and perceptions can be categorized as an ability to reflect. Beyond reflection
as a deep understanding and comprehension of a phenomenon, critical reflec-
tion goes a step further. It requires individuals to separate their reflections
from their immediate experiences. Mezirow notes that critical questioning
is a “systematic” act, while Lucas asserts that developing reflective processes
involves systematic inquiry to improve and deepen one’s understanding of
practice.® The word “systematic” indicates a methodical process that takes
time, and the outcome can be improved if critical reflection occurs in a safe
space with another person or persons.

Reflection is often linked to action and described as a process. In devel-
oping the ability to reflect, a reflection cycle is referred to when several steps
or phases of reflection are distinguished, expressing a temporal sequence. The
following process elements appear in many cycles of reflection: “description
of experience”, “(spontaneous) interpretation”, “analysis”, “conclusions”, and
“application”. Depending on the author, these process elements are embed-

6 Ibid.
7 Fooketal.,, 2006, p. 19.
8 Mezirow, 1997; Lucas, 1991.
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ded in a different number of reflection phases (usually between three and
seven). This variation is evident in the following examples of reflection cycles:

- Six steps of reflection according to Dewey: (1) Having an experience,
(2) spontaneously interpreting the experience, (3) Naming the problems
or questions arising from the experience, (4) Developing possible explana-
tions, (5) Formulating hypotheses about the explanations, and (6) Exami-
ning or testing the selected hypotheses.’

+  Kolb’s Learning Cycle with the four phases (1) Concrete experience, (2)
Observations and reflections, (3) Formation of abstract concepts and gen-
eralisations, and (4) Testing the new concepts.”

+  Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle: (1) Description, (2) Feelings, (3) Evaluation, (4)
Analysis, (5) Conclusion, and (6) Action plan.™

+  Korthagen's ALACT model: (1) Action, (2) Looking back on the action,
(3) Awareness of essential aspects, (4) Creating alternative methods of
action, and (5) Trial.*?

In our work at the Centre, we found the various reflection cycles proposed by
different authors to be useful in understanding the distinct stages of partici-
pants’ reflective experience during the programme and as they developed their
portfolios. In teaching, we also recognized that reflection involves more than
just “rational analysis™?, and it should also be connected to other components
such as attitudes, emotions, needs, or desires. Reflecting is therefore not just
a mental exercise in which one deals with the “outside world”, it is also about
making oneself or one’s own “inner world” the object of reflection. Meaning
is constructed through reflection, and this construction depends on how one
understands oneself as an individual and as a teacher.™

9 Rodgers, 2002.

10 Kolb, 1984.

11 Gibbs, 1988.

12 Korthagen, 2001.

13  Boud et al, 1985; Gibbs, 1988; Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005.
14 Toom et al., 2014.
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Components of reflection

In addition to understanding reflective thinking as a systematic critical process
and acknowledging its stages of development, we address the components of
reflection. The following authors have helped us understand the components
and types of reflection:

+ Mezirow, as well as Kreber and Cranton, distinguished three components
of reflection: “content reflection” (which helps to understand the sub-
ject matter); “process reflection” (which can be used to validate one’s own
actions); and “premise reflection” (which obliges one to examine one’s
own way of teaching by justifying the chosen approaches or considering
alternatives to them).!

«  To further differentiate, Van Manen popularized the concept of “technical
reflection” (judging the efficiency of the means to achieve certain goals);
“practical reflection” (examining goals and their actual results); and “crit-
ical reflection” (which involves evaluating personal actions and placing
them in socio-historical and political-cultural contexts).'

The above-mentioned authors agree that reflective practice is a systematic
attitude towards the analysis and evaluation of teachers’ own practice, which
helps to develop new strategies for optimizing their teaching. All approaches
also share the goal of sharpening the concept of reflection in order to make
new insights and options visible.

The act of writing allows individuals to expand and refine their original
inner reflections, thereby further developing their subjective theories. The pro-
cess of writing supports the development of thought and can lead to deeper
self-knowledge.” Through reflective writing, personal thoughts are document-
ed and can potentially be made available to others. Fund, Court, and Kramar-
ski distinguish between the following different types of written reflection by
teachers: descriptive texts, personal texts, linking texts, and critical texts with
argumentative content.'

15 Mezirow, 1997; Kreber & Cranton, 2000.
16 Van Manen, 1992.

17 Moon, 2004.

18 Fundetal., 2002.
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Portfolios and research projects in particular are well-suited to assessing
reflectivity in academic development, as these formats allow reflections to be
articulated and result in coherent and meaningful planning of future activi-
ties.”? The model developed by Larsson, Olsson, and Anderberg enumerates
components of reflection that align with the primary elements in our port-
folio structure: “what” (subject matter); “why” (teaching-learning philosophy);
“how” (teaching and learning methods); “impact” on student learning; and

THE REFLECTIVE COMPANION

“linking” theory to practice.”

Following the previous arguments, Table 1 provides a summary of the

authors who have influenced our model:

LITERATURE

KEY FEATURES OF REFLECTION

Mezirow (1991),
Kreber and Cranton (2000)

DR RN

. Components of reflection

Content
Process
Premise

Van Manen (1991)

DR N

. Types of reflection

Technical reflection
Practical reflection
Critical reflection
Meta-reflection

Fund, Court & Kramarski
(2002)

DR Y]

. Reflection through writing

Descriptive texts
Personal texts
Linking texts
Critical texts

Larsson et al. (2015)

L N

. Reflection through portfolio writing

What? (subject matter)

Why? (teaching philosophy)

How? (teaching and learning methods)
Effects on students' learning

Linkage theory-practice

TAB. 1: Central theoretical foundations of the ZHE model

19 Wyss & Ammann, 2015.

20 Larsson et al., 2011.
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Context and objectives of our study

262 In the context of continuing education in university didactics for lecturers at
universities of applied sciences, we are particularly interested in promoting
reflective competencies through appropriate didactic settings. The concept of

FREE CHOICE
Module 1 MODULE
Learning
Principles
Module 5 Modules 2 & 3
Transfer to Teaching PORTFOLIO
- . OR PROJECT
Teaching Design
Module 4
Leading and
SuDerVISlng INDIVIDUAL
COACHING

FIG. 1: Structure of the CAS Higher Education Didactics course.
Visualization by the authors
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“reflective practice”, understood as a systemic stance for the assessment and
development of teaching practice, is a central guiding idea.

The didactic concept of the one-year CAS Higher Education Didac-
tics course (10 ECTS) provides for the creation of a reflective-oriented® or
research-oriented portfolio (also known as a SoTL project)® as an integrative
proof of achievement. This assignment has a particularly important function
in the structure of the programme (1.5 ECTS) and is developed throughout
the course (Fig. 1).

The reflective-oriented portfolio focusses on one’s own teaching-learning
philosophy and its development in the form of practical tasks and systemat-
ic and reflective evidence. In addition, artifacts (e.g. central theories, models,
and instruments of university didactics) from the different modules are to be
collected and consciously connected. Awareness of the development of one’s
own previous teaching and learning experiences and beliefs throughout the
course, as well as the consequences of one’s own teaching competencies and
interventions in students’ learning, complete the portfolio.

As an alternative to the reflective-oriented portfolio, participants can
choose to develop a teaching project following the SoTL idea,* also called
“the research-oriented portfolio”. Here, the focus is on the connection of high-
er-education didactic perspectives and concepts with a challenging situation
in the personal teaching context. It also requires the formulation of one or
more research questions and development of research design including, for
example, analysis of an intervention, data analysis, and final conclusions or
reflection on experiences gained.

Participants are introduced to the task at different moments and levels
during the CAS. The first module provides an overview; the second module of-
fers a more thorough presentation of the options and key assessment criteria.

Instructors for the modules provide substantive written, video or oral
feedback based on transparent criteria at the end of each module, whilst
programme leaders provide guidance and follow the individual development
of participants’ certificate work (portfolio or project): participants write a
structured one-page document (disposition) with the main ideas for their
certificate work, discuss it with partners and receive feedback from peers and

21  Schén, 1983.

22 Bachmann, 2018.
23  Boyer, 1990.

24 Ibid.; Huber, 2011.
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instructors. They also have individual meetings and tutoring on a voluntary
basis. Certificate work is submitted at the end of the CAS.

Although dialogic, constructive, and multi-perspective feedback for learn-
ing and assessment purposes has been a feature of the programme since its
inception, the focus was more on the content of the core elements of the
course and less on their reflective practice and reflectivity skills. The fact that
some portfolios and projects were more descriptive than reflective led us to
search for tools and strategies to improve these skills. We concluded that
building a tool, for example in form of a rubric to support participants in
developing their reflective skills, would be of great benefit. This study there-
fore focussed on the following research questions:

+ How does reflectivity become visible in written texts?
+ How can the quality of reflective processes be systematically assessed?
+ What factors influence the quality of reflectivity in written texts?

DISCIPLINE/ TEACHING DEVELOPMENTAL

SUBJECT PHILOSOPHY GOALS, DESIGN, AND
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE
CORE INTERVENTION

What is being taught? Why and how is it taught? What is being examined? How
is it examined?

- Reflexive-oriented
portfolio:
"How is the intervention
designed and taught?”

- Research-oriented project
(a SoTL Project):
"What is explored
(research question)
and how is it developed
(research method)?"

TAB. 2: The content dimensions of the ZHE model for analysis in reflective-oriented
portfolios and research-oriented portfolios (projects)
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Implementing a model
for assessing reflectivity in texts

The review of the various concepts described in the second part of this con-
tribution forms the basis of the ZHE model for assessing reflectivity in texts.
Turning these concepts and ideas into a model,” and later into a tool, involved
intense and valuable debates as a team. We continue in the following with a
presentation of the model, followed by an introduction to the tool.

The model for assessing reflectivity in written texts

Our work had as a starting point the development of two different rubrics,
one for assessing portfolios and one for projects. These first rubrics referred
to the quality of the main components of these assignments, but they did not
specifically address the reflectivity competence.?® A thorough examination
of the categories and concepts was needed to build a more robust theoreti-
cal model. The model was built and underwent several transformations and
adjustments until it was ready to be tested.

EFFECTS ON THE CONNECTION SELF-ASSESSMENT OF

TEACHING AND LEARNING THEORY & WHAT IS LEARNED
PRACTICE

What has resulted? What are our What is learned?

theoretical references?

25 This model was explained in detail in Feixas et al., 2020, and is briefly described
in the following.
26 Cf. Feixas et al., 2017.
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In terms of content, the model focusses on five dimensions following the
main competencies that CAS participants need to develop and our assign-
ment guidelines, also based on Larsson, Olsson, and Anderberg’s classification
for portfolios: the “what”, “why”, and “how” of the teaching intervention, the
“effects” and “linkage to theory”,?” to which we added a sixth dimension: a
final self-reflection of what is learnt (Table 2). For the research-oriented port-
folios, the research question and methodological approach were more rele-
vant. For both text formats, reflective and research-oriented portfolios, there
is a particular interest in the effects of teaching on learning and the connec-
tion between theory and practice.

Following Van Manen'’s different levels of reflection and the types of
reflection described by Kreber and Cranton,” we classified the texts accord-
ing to their reflectivity. Those authors distinguish between lower and high-
er levels of reflective quality. Lower quality is associated with more narrative
or descriptive formulations, a focus on one’s own actions, and sometimes
limited questioning. In contrast, the highest level of reflectivity is character-
ized by abstraction, a critical distance to one’s own actions, and the linking of
different perspectives.

We did not envision the model as hierarchical in function or intend to set
up a structure where description would be seen as negative; on the contrary,
it is important to note that a precise description can be an important basis for
deeper reflection. In any case, the aim of such assignments is to enrich partici-
pants’ teaching practice with reflective and critical or meta-reflective accounts.

After many revisions by the team at different phases of the study, we arri-
ved at a model that distinguishes between three levels of reflection (Table 3).

27 Larsson et al., 2011.
28 Van Manen, 1992; Kreber & Cranton, 2000.
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PRE-REFLECTIVE, REFLECTIVE TRANSFORMATIVE,
DESCRIPTIVE CRITICAL-REFLECTIVE
On the pre-reflective/ On the reflective level a text On the meta-reflective level a
descriptive level a text shows: demonstrates: text demonstrates:
Understanding of - Acritiqgue on assumptions + Acritical review of
concepts without about content or pre-suppositions.
reflecting upon its processes; raises - Avreflective thinking
significance in personal questions; does not take through which someone
or practical situations for granted a situation. can transform his/her
(Kember, 1999). « Anexploration of one's mindset.
Understanding or own experiences in - Anawareness of one's
comprehension without order to lead to new own mindset, perceptions,
relation to other situations understandings and thoughts, feelings or
(according to Bloom's appreciations. actions (Mezirow, 1991,
taxonomy) (Bachmann, « Questioning one's own p. 108).
2018) way of thinking and trying « A deeper understanding
The use of existing to think of a better way. of the nature of learning,
knowledge, without - Thinking, reflecting e.g. how knowledge
attempting to appraise and re-appraising the is acquired, how
that knowledge, so experience over one's own understanding is formed
learning remains activities and considering (Van Manen, 1991).
within pre-existing alternative ways of - Possibilities to extrapolate
meaning schemes and doing it to improve next experience/method/
perspectives. performance. intervention to a wider
It's considered a «  Examining possibilities practice.
superficial critical level of before reaching a - Achange in the way of
reflection. conclusion. looking at oneself as
A descriptive accountisa + Athoroughand a result of the course,
superficial analysis of data. systematic analysis of for example in having
data, resulting in a justified discovered faults in
judgement. previous beliefs.

TAB. 3: Description of the three reflection levels of the ZHE model

Testing the model and the first tool in the context
of a postgraduate course in higher education

To test the model, we conducted a pilot study in which we assessed the
reflective quality of a set of eight portfolios and projects.” Each portfolio and
project was reviewed by two team members. The idea was to select excerpts
of descriptive, reflective, and meta-reflective accounts and compare them to
find common agreement on defining the different levels of reflection. We
went through this process three times until we all agreed on the qualities of
each assignment. We also conducted in-depth interviews with the owners
of the assessments to complement the analysis. The aim was to see if their

29 Feixas et al., 2020.
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understanding of a reflective practice somehow matched their way of reflect-
ing in the portfolios. The sample was intentionally selected to include partic-
ipants with diverse backgrounds in terms of gender, age, discipline, teaching
experience, and CAS. We also asked them about their motivations for taking
part in the CAS. The assignments and the transcribed and coded interviews
were analysed for content. These different levels are illustrated by the follow-
ing examples.

Some descriptive text passages are characterized by a superficial level of
reflection, as they do not show an understanding of theoretical knowledge
or develop simple relations between variables, as is clear from the following
excerpt on teaching methodology (“how”):

You can’t follow a speaker for long. I was not aware of that at all until now.
It has a very big impact on my teaching, which is now much more frag-
mented and contains many more exercises and activities.

Although the quote shows insight gained from the course, it lacks the next
step of systematic and critical questioning based on the insight gained. Most-
ly descriptive text passages, however, transition smoothly into the reflective
stage, as the following excerpt on teaching philosophy shows:

My teaching-learning philosophy has developed over the years of my work
[...]. It is a dynamic construct based on a mixture of experience, acquired
theory and ongoing reflection.

Written examples are also interesting, pointing to an essential personal in-
sight and drawing a connection between the “why” and the “how” of teaching:

Before the CAS, my teaching strategy was mainly based on frontal teach-
ing. I was convinced that I had to demonstrate the material to the stu-
dents and then they should practise. [...] The material learned in the
CAS on brain research and psychology of learning has opened my view
to the fact that frontal teaching is no longer up-to-date. I have come to
the conclusion that individual learning traces are used and deepened
through the activation of prior knowledge. The focus of activity should
be on the students. The CAS introduced me to a wide range of ways to
activate prior knowledge. I have already started to apply this knowledge
regularly at the beginning of my lessons. As learning takes time, I sup-
port the consolidation phase.

B -



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839471807-013
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

THE REFLECTIVE COMPANION

The same person continued to reflect in the interview:

So here, too, I certainly let them [the students] do what they want and
don’t have the feeling that I have to have a solution. I just let them make
mistakes so that they can learn from them later.

Meta-reflection represents a further step in the depth of reflection, as the
following interview excerpts show:

Actually, it’s a topic that comes up again and again: How do you get the
message across, or what you want to get across? Well, we work in the field
of [laughs] communication here, and yet I find it difficult sometimes. Our
school system is shaped by what I would call the direction of right versus
wrong, but in teaching we encourage students to think for themselves;
we expect that they ask questions on their own and that these categories
of ‘right and wrong’ are somehow broken down.

Because I realised that what I really keep for a lifetime is what I have ac-
quired myself: nobody can know everything, and you are also allowed to
learn from the students. [...] And it is precisely this aspect of mediation,
of translating teaching back into research and research into teaching. Or
when I'm doing research, I'm already thinking along those lines, think-
ing: how can I think about or write this in a language that I can use later
on, also for mediation purposes?

Here we see the participant taking a critical distance from their own actions
and placing their insights in a broader context.

In summary, from this initial study, it can be concluded that although
portfolios provide an insight into participants’ reflective processes, individual
contexts and backgrounds can also significantly influence the depth of
reflection. The motivation for giving a course is also an influencing factor that
should not be underestimated; the willingness to engage in a reflective process
further depends on individual possibilities, for example the resources avail-
able to carry out this work. In addition, experience also plays a role in how
reflection shows up in texts, for example if someone is mainly involved in
professional practice or in research.

The model has shown us that reflectivity remains a difficult construct to
measure. An initial instrument developed helped to capture the qualitative
notions of reflection in texts, although additional fine-tuning was needed.
After conducting a pilot study of the model, a follow-up project was under-
taken to create a rubric and evaluate its quality for the final implementation.
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Resulting rubric for assessing reflectivity in
portfolios: the Reflective Companion

The definitive rubric is called the Reflective Companion and is designed to as-
sess both research-oriented and reflective-oriented portfolios. In the following
section we describe it and present the analysis of the first pilot test.

Description of the Reflective Companion

The Reflective Companion is organized around the main dimensions or
guidelines of the portfolio or project and around the three different levels of
reflectivity (from pre-reflective/descriptive and reflective to transformative/

critical-reflective). The main dimensions are:

Subject matter (presentation of “what is taught” or the course content)
2. Teaching philosophy (presentation of “why it is taught” or beliefs about
teaching and learning in higher education)
3. The core pedagogical intervention
— Reflection-oriented portfolio: (presentation of the set of interventions
being planned, implemented and assessed or “how it is taught”)
— Research-oriented portfolio: (related to the presentation of “how
it is explored” or a research question and method being planned,
implemented and analysed)
4. Effects on teaching and learning (related to the presentation of
the “analysis of the impact on the teachers’ teaching and students’
learning”)
5. Link to theory (related to the presentation of the “linkage between
theory and practice”)

A general table explains the three levels of reflective thinking (Table 4).

In the context of the LeLa project, we examined various digital tools to cre-
ate our Reflective Companion, that is to facilitate accessibility to the dimensi-
ons, criteria and items, to make the answering process easier and to visualise
the results in an aesthetic and effective way. Yet, after a thorough examina-
tion of free-of-charge tools and determining the pros and cons for each, we
came to the conclusion that using the Microsoft App Excel would be the best
choice to work with our model, because it is accessible to everyone who has
Windows installed, does not require a log-in process or giving personal data to
a software company, is inexpensive, and makes it easy for users to answer and
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show the results immediately. The Microsoft Excel format also allows users to
add notes to the file that are relevant for the final portfolio.

We provide an insight into the final version in the Appendix (Fig. 2 & 3). This 271

version will soon be released under a Creative Commons license. The Reflec-
tive Companion has four parts or sheets:

+  The Rubric per se: this sheet contains the rubric with its dimensions,
criteria, and descriptors. At the end of each dimension and subdimen-
sion is a “Reflectivity level” cell with three drop-down levels (descrip-
tive/pre-reflective, reflective, or transformative/critical-reflective)
where participants can summarize the level of reflectivity for that
(sub)dimension.

+  The Summary: provides a general description of the dimension and
subdimensions and shows a summary of participants’ assessment.

+ A Network diagram: a visualisation of the summary in the form of a
network diagram.

Using the Reflective Companion, one is reminded of the reflective compo-
nent and encounters new ideas that can lead to changes or improvements
in the portfolio. In this respect, the rubric can be used as a self-assessment
tool or for peer assessment purposes. This provides an important basis for
systematically supporting the participants in their reflective processes, for
example, through self-assessment before final submission of the portfolio
(passed/failed) or during the course in the context of peer feedback processes.
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- Levels of reflective thinking in portfolios

1. Teaching Biography

Reflects the main teaching and learning activities for the past years in

higher education.

PRE-REFLECTIVE/
DESCRIPTIVE

Presents teaching duties by

listing the most important

courses, modules, lectures,

seminars, workshops,
design of evaluation
activities or other relevant
teaching activities
conducted.

REFLECTIVE

Presents teaching duties by
describing and explaining
the most important courses,
modules, lectures, seminars,
workshops, design of
evaluation activities or other
relevant teaching activities
conducted.

TRANSFORMATIVE/
CRITICAL-REFLECTIVE

Presents teaching

duties by explaining and
critically reflecting the

most important courses,
modules, lectures, seminars,
workshops, design of
evaluation activities or other
relevant teaching activities
conducted.

Teaching Philosophy

Understanding of teaching and learning in higher education, including,

for example, one’s personal motivations for teaching, role/s as a teach-

er, the role of the students, methods that are believed work best, role of

feedback, and the interaction, communication and relationship between
the teacher and the students.
Making associations and critically building from previous experiences

with teaching.

PRE-REFLECTIVE/
DESCRIPTIVE

Articulates a teaching
philosophy by describing
the conceptions about
teaching and learning

in higher education, the
useful teaching methods,
and the characteristics
of the relationship with
the students, etc., and
relates it to one or various
experiences of teaching.

REFLECTIVE

Articulates a teaching
philosophy by justifying
the conceptions about
teaching and learning

in higher education, the
useful teaching methods,
and the characteristics of
the relationship with the
students, etc., and relates
it meaningfully to one or
various experiences of
teaching.

TRANSFORMATIVE/
CRITICAL-REFLECTIVE

Articulates a teaching
philosophy by justifying
and challenging critically
the conceptions about
teaching and learning

in higher education, the
useful teaching methods,
and the characteristics of
the relationship with the
students, etc., and relates
it critically to one or various
experiences of teaching.
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3.

3.2.

3.3

3.4.

3.5.

3.6.

37

Developmental Teaching Goals and Design
and Implementation of the core Intervention/s

. Goals: Developmental teaching goals that the teacher has set up to

achieve and the extent to which they have been achieved during the
training programme

Topics: Selection of focused and manageable higher education topics for
the intervention/s

Implementation of the core intervention: Methodological design and im-
plementation vary according to the type of intervention project chosen
(for ex. various small teaching innovations in the classroom, the design
and testing of a curricular resource or a SoTL project)

Results and effects: Analysis of the results of the intervention/s and its
effects on teaching and learning

Links to the theory: Links are made to the university didactics (general
and disciplinary specific) theory

Limitations for further development: Discussion of limitations of the
intervention’s design and implementation and the extent to which the
goals have been achieved

Conclusions from the core intervention: Specification of conclusions on
the findings and demonstration

PRE-REFLECTIVE/
DESCRIPTIVE

Formulates the
developmental teaching
goals by listing them

and articulates how they
have been developed by
describing the intervention
showing the extent to which
the proposed goals have
been achieved.

REFLECTIVE

Formulates the
developmental teaching
goals by justifying why they
have been chosen and
articulates how they have
developed by explaining
didactically the intervention
showing the extent to
which the proposed goals
have been achieved.

TRANSFORMATIVE/
CRITICAL-REFLECTIVE

Formulates the develop-
mental teaching goals

by justifying why they
have been chosen and
articulates how they have
developed by explaining
didactically and critically
reflecting the intervention
showing the extent to
which they have been
achieved.
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- Levels of reflective thinking in portfolios

4. Final reflections and self-assessment of learning

Demonstration of a developing sense of self as a learner, building on pri-

or experiences to respond to new and challenging context.

PRE-REFLECTIVE/
DESCRIPTIVE

Provides final thoughts by
describing main learning
gains as a result of the
work done in the training
programme.

REFLECTIVE

Provides final thoughts

by examining the main
learning gains as a result

of the work done in the
training programme and
demonstrating a developing
sense of self as a learner.

TRANSFORMATIVE/
CRITICAL-REFLECTIVE

Provides final thoughts
by justifying and critically
reflecting the main
learning gains as a result
of the work done in the
training programme and

demonstrating a developing
sense of self as a learner,
capacity of building on

prior experiences and of
transferring to respond

to new and challenging
context.

TAB. 4: General overview of the three levels of reflective thinking in portfolios

Testing the rubric

We tested the rubric in one CAS (academic year 2021-2022), with 18 partici-
pants who worked on their reflective- or research-oriented portfolios electron-
ically (e-portfolio). They were introduced to the idea of the Reflective Compan-
ion during Module 3 (Assessment and Evaluation Module) about six months
into the CAS, when they were given comprehensive information about the
levels and components of reflection. They received the Reflective Compan-
ion rubric one month before submitting their portfolios. The idea of provid-
ing the rubric at that particular moment was deliberate and based on the ev-
idence that it should be handed in when the writing process has started or
is quite advanced, firstly because if a rubric is provided at the beginning of a
task, it can interfere the original ideas and development of creativity,* but also

30 Panadero & Jonsson, 2013.
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because the process of writing a portfolio involves many changes to the var-
ious parts and the final version is usually very different from the initial one.

We carried out an evaluation of the Reflective Companion once the port-
folio was submitted. The evaluation took the form of an open-ended ques-
tionnaire with the aim of obtaining feedback on the e-portfolio and on the
effectiveness of the rubric in improving reflectivity. There were two questions
referring specifically to the rubric, one pertaining to perception of its useful-
ness in improving reflectivity, the other having to do with future recommen-
dations. Participants completed the questionnaire on the final day of course,
on the same day as their portfolio presentations and the awarding of certif-
icates (n=16). Of the 16 participants present, 12 answered the questionnaire
on-site and 4 did not, having openly acknowledged that they did not find time
to implement the rubric as thoroughly as they would have liked. With regard to
the first questions, the participants assessed the tool very positively because:

+ they could identify the different depths of reflection very clearly,

« the categories were very well described,

- they appreciated the effort taken to reduce the concept to its essentials,
and

+ the implementation in Microsoft Excel was useful and practical.

However, other participants found that differences between the depths of
reflection in some of the items were not always clear-cut; some sentences
were not really understandable, or they could not determine the exact diffe-
rence between reflective and meta-reflective levels. One participant asked, for
example, “What is the difference between comprehensive understanding and
deep understanding?” It was also mentioned that they felt that meta-reflec-
tion was the goal to strive for in all dimensions and that this seemed too am-
bitious. Finally, respondents noted that the formulation of the goal of the
Reflective Companion should be made more precise. With this feedback in
hand, the real focus of our work is to address the challenges described before
the rubric is released in its final form for public use: we have written an intro-
duction to the use of the Reflective Companion with information about the
dimensions, the various levels of reflection, and how to use the tool.

When asked about possible implementations of the rubric, respondents
mentioned that it would be very helpful in the context of a peer-review ex-
perience before submission of the portfolio, in addition to the self-assessment.

Finally, they added that the Reflective Companion not only helped them
to improve their reflective practice, but will also assist them in the assess-
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ment of their own students’ work. The concepts and levels described in the
Reflective Companion are also well-suited to assessing research projects of
any kind, including bachelor’s or master’s theses, or any other extensive
essay or written assignment.

Conclusions

In this article we offered main insights into the findings of a SoTL project
aimed at examining reflectivity in teaching portfolios and projects. We also
presented the design, development, and evaluation of the Reflective Com-
panion tool. The SoTL study provided us with a better understanding of the
concept of reflective practice. We now have at hand a model that can be used
to analyse and assess reflectivity in written texts or to support reflective pro-
cesses in our teachers. We have also shown how the Reflective Companion
can be used as a self- and peer assessment tool to help CAS participants iden-
tify the level of reflectivity in their writing and to offer guidance on how to
improve reflective practice and skills.

In the development of such models, there tends to be a conflict of objec-
tives between reducing complexity for the purpose of incorporating the mod-
elinto everyday life and demonstrating sufficient theoretical grounding. There
has also been debate about whether a model primarily aims at efficient use
by university teachers in everyday teaching, or whether it is a scientific anal-
ysis for research purposes.

This SoTL study was not only an opportunity for members of the Cen-
tre to learn about the conceptualisation and assessment of reflectivity, but
we also experienced working together on a major project and saw how it
helped consolidate our culture of collaborative working. Taking a “scholarly
approach” to higher education didactics is not without its challenges. The dual
role of academic developers as trainers supporting lecturers in developing their
reflective practice in teaching and as researchers contributing to the develop-
ment of the scholarship requires time, resources, capacity, competences, etc.
Through our project we have created time and space to reflect on our own
practice. Our experience shows that we have benefited as a team. However,
reflective practice requires an adapted strategy to support our endeavours in
our specific contexts. We believe that openness and the search for appropri-
ate approaches are central to this.
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Overall, SoTL studies and higher education research complement each
other in academic development. We deal with specialised and scientific lit-
erature daily. At the same time, we find that project-oriented formats are
preferable to traditional formats due to the extensive prior knowledge our
participants bring to the table. This also opens up new ways of thinking
about research in collaboration with researchers and non-researchers, with
team members and participants.

Our goal is to continue to use the rubric in our forthcoming courses, to
share it with other interested researchers and practitioners, and to use this
knowledge as basis for further discussion about SoTL practices and the role
of research in academic development.
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FIG. 2: Screenshot of the ZHE model in Microsoft Excel (rubric)

FIG. 3: Screenshot of the ZHE model in Microsoft Excel (summary)
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