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NOTES FOR STUDENTS WISHING TO INVESTIGATE REFLECTION ON PRACTICE
1.
CONCEPT/S:
What is "Reflective Practice"?
Reflective Practice involves two key components:

Practice:
the doing of the activity   (in this case third party intervention - mediation, conciliation, facilitation, assisted negotiation, etc)

Reflection:
•
thinking about it: before, during and after the doing

•
thinking about one's own responses in it: thoughts, feelings, actions, decisions, reasons for actions

So, Reflective Practice involves being more consciously aware of the practitioner's thinking which is informing/directing their practice responses.

For research about the practice of intervention, exploring the intervenor's thinking which guided their actions is a necessary part of the development of any theory relating to the effectiveness of that practice.  Such research can be either "observer" research, or participant-observer research.

Research:


•
gathering data, say by journalling, or some other structured recording, of: 

•
the event/s past,

•
the intervenor's activity,

•
the responses of the other participants, in that/ose event/s

•
what was the thinking of the intervenor associated with the event and the intervenor's activity

•
reviewing that with a view to improving performance for the next time round, by

•
trying to investigate the theoretical underpinnings of the actions-reactions involved in the interaction, and 

•
formulating hypotheses about the interactions, and 

•
testing those hypotheses by endeavouring to undertake congruent activities in following intervention/s, and recording the results of those changes and reflecting on that

The encouragement for me to do some more systematic work on, and analysis of, how to go about reflective research, and how to use it to improve my third-party intervening activity, has come from two major sources:

1.
Kressel, K "Practice-Relevant Research in Mediation: Toward a Reflective Research Paradigm" Negotiation Journal, 1997, 13 (2) p.143-160

2.
Power, Mary R "Educating Mediators Metacognitively" (1992) 3 Australian Dispute Resolution Journal, 1992, Vol 3, 214-226

The elements of the concept currently go by a number of different descriptors: "reflective learning/research", "action learning/research", "continuous improvement", "critical incident debriefing", "metacognitive learning", "critical evaluation" ... I am beginning to find the list endless.

It is found as an element of "teacher training" - for independent professional development: plan lesson; deliver lesson; evaluate performance in lesson/ effectiveness of lesson; think about/ design different approach; try revised approach; evaluate revised approach; repeat the cycle: act, measure, evaluate, plan/design, implement/act, etc. (ie continuous improvement in the quality cycle).

Like teaching, third party intervention is a "social" activity, with "cognitive" as well as "contextual" and "affective" elements.    The interactions have a "bipartisan" aspect: the intervenor and the participants all have cognitive, affective and contextual motivations, and there is no necessary commonality amongst the parties in these motivating elements.

So, the traditional "scientific" model (of isolating and controlling the changing of variables; measuring results; testing hypotheses, etc) is unlikely to be sufficient and/or attractive to someone in the field, who wants to improve their performance.   

2.
KRESSEL'S MODEL:
Kressel's proposed paradigm takes the following form/s:
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In Conclusion
I have attempted to demonstrate that an articulated paradigm for conducting mediation research can be built upon Schon's notion of the reflective practitioner.

The aim of such a paradigm is to give us systematic access to the potentially codifiable knowledge contained in the wisdom of everyday mediation practice.

The paradigm I have sketched is built around

•
mediator-researcher self-study

•
using the case study as the unit of analysis

•
and the research team as the vehicle of reflection.

The paradigm 

•
makes use of systematic case study protocols to direct the team's attention to certain types of critical case episodes;

•
emphasises the importance of distinguishing among mediators of differing levels of competence; and

•
argues for the necessity of subjecting reflective hypotheses about effective practice schema to experimental probes

[There are s]everal important values of the reflective stance [:]

•
the paradigm captures elements of the mediation process that traditional quantitative and experimental methods have tended to ignore or to investigate clumsily  ... the reflective research reverses the [t q&e] emphases and thus better represents cardinal elements of the in vivo mediation experience

•
[it] is .. designed to produce findings that are directly useful to practice
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•
[it can] recruit to the research enterprise the skilled mediator

•
[it will, if developed with clear-cut and consensually validated paradigms for the reflective research process where the practitioner self-study is a component, have] important pedagogical implications ...[since it] has a more dynamic relationship to learning ... learning by doing

3.
SUPPORT IN THE FIELD/ LITERATURE:
As noted above, this approach is one which has some support in the field/ literature.  Particular protagonists for the approach often refer back to Kurt Lewin (1946), as a conceptual source for "action research"; to John Dewey (1933), for "reflective thinking".

My impressions, from the literature, are that this approach/ paradigm, is one which is, for some, a more compelling current approach to research and practice.  It addresses a need to take a more concerted effort to develop "grounded theory" - theory relevant to practice.  While the concept/s are not new, the "attractiveness", to some, is that it has the appearance of being "leading edge" - at least of the development of such a paradigm.  And this "new approach", if worked on, as a process to deliver more effectively validated data and legitimate hypothesising/ theory building, might become a preferred approach to researching areas of the social sciences where interaction of individuals is a critical element.

Work by Yin (1984, 1989, 1994) deals with the issues relating to the development of research methods associated with the use of the "case study" in research effort.

Work by Argyris (1980) and Hoshmand (1994), to name but two, raise a challenge to the validity of the approach of the more predominant "scientific" paradigm in the area of researching behavioural elements of interaction and individual operations.

Work by Carr & Kemmis (1986) also challenge the predominant scientific paradigm, especially its relevance to instructing the practice of teaching/ education and Kemmis & McTaggart (1988) present a brief guideline on how to go about action research, in a collective, self-reflective and collaborative model.

(SEE ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY FOR FURTHER GUIDANCE IN THE EXPLORATION OF THESE ISSUES.)
4.
CHALLENGE/S TO THE APPROACH:
It is important to note that there are challenges to the approach, and recognised limitations to reflection as a source of data and context for theorising.  

Kressel (1997), Yin (1984), Argyris (1980), Schon (1991), Hoshmand (1994) and others are more than happy to discuss these limitations and to also acknowledge the legitimacy, relevance and effectiveness of other methods of research in developing knowledge and models for behaviour and interactions. 

By the same token, their work also indicates where these other approaches are themselves limited, and so how the "reflective" and/or "action" approach goes beyond those limitations and what additional it has to offer.

5.
A FIRST STEP IN A REFLECTIVE APPROACH:
For the self-reflective situation (the lone practitioner, self-researcher) I am inclined to say that a "reflective" approach is probably more intuitive to some cognitive styles than others.   

The task, in applying it to practice, in a way to inform practice, is that this "reflective" approach needs to be made explicit, for the intuitive person.

To that end, the first, necessary step in developing an explicitly and systematically reflective practice will involve a development of self awareness on a number of fronts:

1. Kressel (1997) makes a case for exploring self awareness in: cognitive flexibility, tolerance of ambiguity, ego strength.

2.
King & Kitchener (1994) have explored the development of reflective judgement and from their measurement tool postulate a seven stage development of this area of cognitive activity.   Awareness of where you are along that continuum can give direction to undertaking further training in reflective thinking.

3.
From Argyris' (1970) theory of intervention and Argyris' & Schon's (1996) critique/ model of "espoused theory" versus "theory-in-action", it will be important to develop a self-awareness of what is your "world view" of human behaviour and cause and effect in interactions.

It seems to me, then, that an appropriate point to commence the process of developing self- awareness in a reflective way, for the exercise of reflective practice for the individual, would be to utilise the opportunity with the MDR course to consciously focus on the learning and the experience/theory interaction arising in the course of the MDR studies and assignment work.  

To guide such reflection, I would suggest the use of one or more of the following mechanisms for systematic data collection.   From my own experience, the place to start is with the one most comfortable to you, and then as more facility in that is gained, the others can be tried and developed as additional tools, or if found more effective, can replace the first "comfortable" one.   (An interesting comment, in passing, from one of the MDR course presenters, was to the effect that it takes 6 months, of deliberate effort, to build facility with any new tool.  And if after that, you find it doesn't work, for you, look for another tool.)

6.
DATA COLLECTION FOR REFLECTIVE PRACTICE:
It seems to me that there are at least three different tools available to the practitioner, with which to undertake a reflective practice:

1. the journal - the idiosyncratic and deliberately personal recording of events, others' interactions, and  personal observations of self and others by the practitioner, and thoughts both sequitor & non-sequitor, arising from the stimulus/event

2.
the structured data collection tool - Kressel's (1997) template; the recordings of events and interactions (Kressel (1997) & Argyris (1982)); other tools for structured analysis

3.
a mechanism and structured approach for reviewing evidence and challenging perceptions and theorising - Kressel's (1997) and others' case conferencing and/or debriefing approaches

6.1
SUGGESTIONS FOR JOURNALLING:
The elements of journalling might include (Bolitho, 1995):

•
Narrative description

•
Listing things under headings eg: Things that worked well, things that could have worked better; Things that satisfied me about my contribution; Things that I found interesting, useful, relevant, etc.; Things that we've covered in previous weeks that I now feel more skilful or knowledgeable about.

•
Finishing off incomplete sentences, eg: This session I remembered that ...; I had no idea that ... ; I was surprised that ...; I found it hard to believe that ...

•
Doing a brainstorm of all the ideas that stimulated you

•
Mind mapping

•
Writing a brief letter to yourself or a friend (to "work through"your thinking on  "any perplexities you are encountering")

According to Hughes (199?) there are a number of stages of journalling:

1.
reaction 
- initial responses, feelings, facts, issues

2.
elaboration 
- expansion by explaining, giving examples, referring to other situations or general principles which are related

3.
contemplation
- thinking about personal, professional, political, social or ethical problems, ie how you may use this information or how you could change your views

6.2
SUGGESTIONS FOR STRUCTURED DATA COLLECTION:
1.1
Reflective Learning - Brookfield
Brookfield, S "Grounding Teaching in Learning" in Galbraith, MW ed Facilitating Adult Learning: a Transactional Process. Malabar, Fla.: Krieger, c.1991
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In my own practice I ask learners to jot down a few comments after each class session:

1.
What they experienced as the chief learning "high" of the session - what activity, insight, or teacher action enthused, enlightened, or excited them the most.

2.
What they experienced as the chief learning "low" of the session - what activity, insight, or teacher action distressed, bored, or angered them the most.

3.
What, if anything, they felt they gained from the session.

4.
What, if anything, they felt a sense of a missed opportunity over.

5.
Anything they noticed about changes or developments in their own learning activities, processes, or responses.

1.2
Reflective Learning - Power
Power (1992: 215) suggests the following diagnostic questions for preparing for metacognitive learning:

p.215

In metacognitive approaches learners are encouraged to become more aware of their approach to learning by asking themselves questions like:

•
What do I know about this subject already?

•
How much time do I need to learn this?

•
What is a good plan of attack to solve this problem?

•
How can I predict or estimate the outcome of this task?

•
How will I revise my procedures if I'm unsuccessful at first?

•
How can I check myself for errors?

2.
Structured Session Report - Kressel
Kressel (1997:149) used the following template as a structure for gathering data from an "intervention" session:

Mediation Session Report (MSR)

 
-
brief description of session

-
particular emphasis on noteworthy exchanges between the parties

-
significant mediator interventions

-
describe major obstacles to settlement illustrated by the session

-
provide a rationale for objectives planned for subsequent meetings

These categories would need to be adjusted for the systematic collection of data for other kinds of events, in order to gather the "critical" information relative to the context being explored.

For the exercise of doing "course work review", my headings were gradually refined to: Brief Description of Session; Concepts Emphasised; Concepts (to me) new or refocussed; Participation; Evaluation.  

For the "management incidents" pilot, the headings devised (after discussion of areas of management practice of concern, for improvement) were: Brief Description of Action/ Incident; Difficult people issues; Managing expectations issues; My own concerns; Provide a Rationale for Objectives Planned for Subsequent Meetings.  

6.3
SUGGESTIONS FOR STRUCTURED REVIEW:
If you can arrange for the formation of a peer support group to join with you in debriefing the process, then Kressel (1997:149) used the following structure for the process of the peer sharing/ review of cases, and for exploring information coming from them:

Closing Case Conference Report (CCCR) (principal analytic tool, structured staff deliberations)

[note - there were more than one mediated session per case in the situation Kressel describes]

-
review of case

-
detailed discussion of four major areas (guided by the CCCR protocols)

-
characteristics of the parties or circumstances that appeared to facilitate or inhibit the mediation process

-
interventions of the mediator that appeared helpful or unhelpful

-
lessons to be learned from the case

-
overall assessment of the mediator's performance

Again, experience with the Mediation Session Report would indicate that this kind of protocol may need to be adjusted to have the appropriate relevance for the specific area being investigated.

7.
IMPLICATIONS FOR YOU AS A STUDENT:
Exploring this, as an optional way of undertaking studies and/or research,  may have some, or all, of the following spin-offs for you:

1. It may provide assistance with recording and analysing personal experience, which may be useful if you want to use your experience in your assignment work associated with the remainder of the course.

2. It could assist with the development of a concept of process, and skills, to carry over to your working life practice, if you are/ intend to be engaged in ongoing professional activity in any of the "third party intervention" roles (mediation, conciliation, facilitation, teaching/training, consulting, etc).

3. If you are able to work on creating an opportunity for this kind of inquiry during the course work, then it could provide an additional, structured, forum for sharing, with peers and/or a mentor, your interests in this course work: past and present experience/s; thinking and arguing about what it means/ "why is it so?"; getting direction and/or stimuli for further work and application-related activity to extend your skills and knowledge base which can be developed to feed back into your personal work situation and/or to course assignment work.

4. It may provide a mechanism to gather data for the "research paper" or "research project" area of course work, and commence the process of engaging in the analytical review of data, hypotheses, theory, etc
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