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REFLECTION 

A key component of service-learning  

 

This document focuses on reflection’s place in service-learning components of teacher-

education programs;  it is, of course, useful in other programs and professions. 

 

Definition – Reflection is a process through which a person develops an understanding of an 

experience, event, or situation that he finds puzzling or troubling (Jay and Johnson, 2002, p. 76).   

  

Overview   

Reflection is an important element in many professions, including teaching.  For example, it is 

part of student-teachers’ Teacher Professional Assessments (edTPA).  The Council for the 

Accreditation of Teacher Preparation’ s (CAEP) “Accreditation Standards” document draws on 

Danielson in identifying reflection as an “’activit[y] known to promote learning’’ and innovation 

(p. 11).
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Nilsson (2009) builds reflection’s value by suggesting that it helps teachers develop self-

awareness, including an ability to articulate their own educational theory and philosophy.   That 

ability helps teachers to continually improve their skills (p. 241).  Callens and Elen (2011) echo that 

claim and add that, to be effective, teachers must also be aware of their professional self-image 

(p. 496).   

A teacher’s awareness of his emotional state and that of his students is also important, as is 

his ability to understand other people’s points of view (“perspective-taking”).  These sensitivities 

are part of “Emotional Intelligence” (EI).  EI is the ability to identify and articulate one’s own 

emotions and those of others, and to use that knowledge to nurture interpersonal relations 

(Goroshit & Hen, 2012, p. 31).  Teachers’ psycho-social well-being is important because, as 

McLaughlin (2008) emphasizes, children strengthen their own well-being by mimicking the well-

being behaviors that they observe in adults, including teachers (p. 363). 

Our discussion of reflection will use the terms “psycho-social well-being” and “well-being” as 

synonyms for emotional intelligence because SUNY Cortland, through its Bringing Theory to 

Practice research, has operationalized “well-being” to encompass many of the same concepts 

identified with EI, including identity (self-awareness), perspective-taking (similar to empathy), 

resilience, and emotional competence
2
.   
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The term emotional competence, as opposed to emotional intelligence, is important to this 

discussion because, as Wang et al. (2012) note, the term competence indicates that people can 

learn skills that are useful in identifying and using emotions.  People can also learn other 

components of well-being, such as perspective taking and resilience. 

Goroshit and Hen’s (2012) study, for example, provides evidence that education majors can 

strengthen their psycho-social well-being (p. 37), including empathy, through social processes 

involved in experiential education.  Their study focused on second-year healthcare and 

education majors who were enrolled in an EI course entitled “Doing Psychotherapy.”  This 

experiential course incorporated role-play and reflection as methods through which students 

explored their beliefs and emotions, as well as the beliefs and emotions of other people.  

Similarly, Wang et al. (2012), in a quasi-experimental study, found that a college-level emotion-

learning curriculum can strengthen first-year students’ well-being (p. 8).
3
 

In spite of the importance of psycho-social well-being in teacher-education, and in spite of 

reflection’s key role in developing well-being, Callens and Elen (2011, p. 496) and Ryan (2013, p. 144) 

note that many pre-service teachers are not taught how to reflect.  This document addresses 

this concern. 

 

Reflection in service-learning  

The DNA molecule model below illustrates reflection’s role in the development of well-being.  

One DNA strand is academic course content, the other is the course’s experiential component.  

The bars that connect the strands represent reflection.   

       

       

 

Through reflection, students can gain a nuanced understanding of course content by 

identifying relationships between content and experience.  As the studies by Goroshit and Hen 

(2012) and Wang et al. (2012) suggest, reflection can also help strengthen students’ ability to 

understand, both cognitively and emotionally, other people’s reasons for believing and behaving 

as they do;  students can, in other words, strengthen their skills in perspective-taking. 

Two examples come from two first-year Inclusive Special Education majors in a spring 2014 

learning community that included a service-learning Introduction to Urban Education course and 

a Writing Studies in the Community II course.  For the writing course, students drew on their 

Course content 

Reflection 

Community experience 
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service-learning experiences as tutors in low-income urban elementary schools, and on their 

reflections of those experiences, as they composed Rogerian argument
4
 essays.  The essays took 

the form of letters in which students asked education decision-makers to take specific steps that 

were intended to improve education. 

 One student composed a letter in which she asked the city school district’s superintendent 

to help her recruit elementary school principals’ participation in organizing clothing drives.  To 

illustrate the need, the student described many children’s weather-inappropriate clothing: 

One day while I was observing in a Pre-K classroom, a young male student arrived late to 

class. It was a very cold morning, probably around 15 degrees Fahrenheit and it was snowing. 

He walked in to class in nothing but jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He was wearing sneakers 

and socks. The teachers asked why he did not have any winter gear on and he responded 

with, “I don’t have a jacket.”  

Another experience I would like to share with you concerns a young female student. 

Her nose was running and she was coughing all day. I proceeded to ask her how she got sick. 

She said her house was very cold, especially at night, and all she had were a pair of 

sweatpants and a t-shirt. She said her jacket was too uncomfortable to sleep with at night. 

She lacked the clothing necessary to keep her warm and therefore got sick. 

Another student addressed her letter to the principal of the elementary school that she had 

attended.  That school is in a middle-class suburb of the city in which the student tutored.  In her 

essay, the student described her surprise at the children’s good behavior, which contrasted with 

her elementary school teachers’ descriptions of those children’s behavior.  She added that “I find 

that the students who do act up a lot are usually the children who have really tough home 

situations. Of the two students in my class that were ‘really bad kids,’ one is homeless and the 

other gets beaten with a belt, so not wanting to pay attention is more than understandable.”   

The student asked the principal of her suburban elementary school to schedule a State of 

Poverty Simulation for the school’s teachers.  The student and her classmates had participated in 

this role-play event, which is conducted by a local not-for-profit organization as a way of helping 

people understand, cognitively and emotionally, challenges faced by low-income citizens.  During 

reflection immediately after the simulation and during class discussion, students expressed 

surprise at what they had learned about ways in which low-income life interferes with children’s 

education. 

These students annotated
5
 their service-learning logs’ detailed observations as a way of 

identifying patterns (for example) in their experiences.  Later, they composed reflections.  Finally, 

they referred to their reflections while crafting major essays.  Each student’s writing is evidence 

that they, as future teachers, are improving their psycho-social well-being, of which empathy is a 

key component, and for which reflection is an important tool.   

 

  



4 

 

Reflection’s Purposes:  In teacher-education programs, reflection can be used to      

1. Develop a more nuanced understanding of one’s own beliefs, values, behaviors, and emotions    

2. Identify inconsistencies between considerations such as one’s own educational philosophy 

and classroom lessons, as well as inconsistencies between values and classroom behavior 

3. Explain and justify such inconsistencies 

4. Explore possible changes of opinion and/or behavior 

5. Develop greater empathy;  stronger perspective-taking 

6. Think critically (Hayden et al., 2012, p. 146;  Jay & Johnson, 2002, p. 76) 

Reflection:  Design 

Reflection can be exercised in a variety of media, including writing, speaking, the visual arts, or 

the performing arts.  Regardless of its medium, it should be integral to your course.  One way to 

make reflection a cohesive part of your course is to nestle it into a sequence of assignments that 

build on each other.  A sequence could move in this order:  Service-Learning Log
7
, class 

discussion, reflection, and major assignment. 

After each service-learning experience, students record their observations
6
 and activities in a 

Service-Learning Log.  Students’ notes help them attend to details that they will integrate into 

their reflections.  Developing strong skills of observation is especially important for future 

teachers because teachers are “mandated reporters” of signs of abuse.  In their Logs, students 

record multi-sensory qualitative observations, as well as quantitative data, such as the number of 

children in ESL classes.    

To help students develop observations that will be useful for upcoming assignments, give 

them themes to consider while they are participating at their service-learning sites.  For example, 

students could begin preparing for an assignment in which they will research cultural variety in 

classrooms by recording their observations of cultural variety at their service-learning sites.  In 

preparation for a next step (class discussion), students could annotate their reflections.  As 

students do so, they might identify patterns at their sites, and they could notice ways in which 

their observations reinforce (or contradict) claims that they noticed in course materials or in 

their database research.  Instructors should collect students’ logs each week or (at most) every 

two weeks, and they should annotate and return the logs at the next class meeting.   

During class discussion, the instructor can draw attention to the words that students used in 

their logs, especially if those words reveal students’ perceptions that are relevant to the lesson.  

A lesson that incorporates history, political science, or sociology, for example, could benefit 

from a focus on students’ use of words such as “activist,” “extremist,” or “terrorist” by examining 

the words’ denotative and connotative meanings.    

Reflections should be assigned only after students have had enough service-learning visits to 

have experienced different situations, different conditions.  Three- or four-week intervals 

(assuming one- or two-hours per session) work well.  Encourage students to use their Logs, 
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annotations, course readings, their database research, and notes from class discussions so that 

they have a wealth of details from which they can compose complex reflections.   

Reflection can begin with an open-ended prompt (who, what, why, where, when, or how) or  

with commands such as, “Reconcile your observation that ‘the children at the XYZ school do not 

have enough books’ with your observation that ‘many of the school’s classrooms have new 

electronic ‘White Boards.’”  The prompt could ask students to make sense of an experience, 

event, or a situation that they find puzzling or troubling (Jay & Johnson, 2002, p. 76).  Reliance on 

specific details can help students develop complex, nuanced reflections, and to think critically.  

When reflection moves from detail to generalization, it is an inductive process
8
.  The act of 

identifying patterns in experience, and/or of identifying relationships between experiences and 

published claims, can help the student describe a new perspective or realization.  That 

generalization is the reflection’s “thesis statement,” which can arrive as an “A-Ha” moment near 

the conclusion.  In this way reflection is different from traditional essays in which the thesis 

statement arrives in, or shortly after an introduction. 

Written reflections should be submitted as final drafts;  however, the process of composing 

the reflection is one of discovery, so students can use techniques such as free-writing, “bubble-

maps,” or discussion to facilitate their thinking.  After the student has drafted his reflection, he 

should edit and revise it to professional standards. 

Students can use their reflections and the work that led to those reflections as sources of 

evidence and ideas for major assignments.  For example, the previously-mentioned Inclusive 

Special Education majors prepared for their Argument Essay by moving along this progression:  

For two consecutive service-learning logs, they recorded challenges that they noticed while 

participating at their service-learning sites.  Service-learning log comments from the class 

referred to (for instance) some teachers’ rude behavior toward children, and some children not 

having pencils, even though many of the classrooms had new electronic “White Boards.”   

 

Commenting on and Grading Reflections  

Reflection is often a “team effort”:  It can be conducted with a facilitator (an instructor or a 

trained student) who designs the reflection prompts and who responds promptly to students’ 

reflections, whether in writing or in discussion.  When responding, the facilitator applies 

reflective listening skills so that the student can create his own understandings.
9
  Responses 

could be in the form of open-ended questions that are designed to prompt further thought, or 

they could be comments that link a reflection’s observation or statement to additional sources 

of information. 

Grading should account for the assignment’s particular requirements and for “mechanics 

(spelling, punctuation, and grammar).  Grades should not be based on students’ opinions because 

reflection has no “right or wrong” answer;  rather, it is an expression of the student’s thinking.   
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Sample reflection prompt 

 

CPN 103-601     Service-Learning Reflection #2      spring 2014 

Due Wednesday, March 05, 2014  

Goal:  Develop ideas for your Rogerian Argument essay by exploring your thoughts regarding 

pedagogy, persuasion, and public education. 

 

Intended Audience:  The members of our class. 

 

Discussion:  Over the past two weeks, you have gathered information  

 In your Service-Learning Logs, for which you have focused on  

o Ways in which science and/or mathematics are taught at your service-learning site 

o Hands-on learning activities at your site 

 From Jeb Phillips’ article, “Oil drillers pay for fracking workshops for teachers” 

 During our class reflection on Monday, March 03
rd

, which considered the information above 

These sources of information cover a variety of topics, such as (but not limited to) 

 Learning styles 

 Teaching methodology 

 Education as a persuasive activity  

 Public education funding sources 

 Critical thinking  

 Ethics   

 

Instructions:  With that in mind,  

1. List and reflect on details from one or some combination of these topics.  You may, of 

course, consider a different relevant topic, even if it is not listed above. 

2. Focus on a complex issue that troubles you.  For example, you might consider 

a. The value of a business paying for certain classroom lessons because such a situation  

1) Helps pay for lessons regarding important topics 

2) Provides teachers with information on relevant issues 

3) Provides teachers with examples of engaging methods of teaching 

b. The problem of a possibly biased source (The Ohio Oil & Gas Energy Education Program) 

c. The problem of a possibly biased source (the teacher) 

3. Avoid an either/or approach:  Explore “grey” areas that acknowledge alternate points of view 

because complexity, “depth of thought,” is important, so move beyond the simple and the 

obvious  

4. Refer to details from your service-learning experiences   

5. Remember that your thesis statement (your revelation) might not appear until the conclusion 

6. Submit a polished composition  

7. Write at least 400 words. 
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Sample reflection prompt 

 

CPN 103-601     Service-Learning Reflection #3      spring 2014 

Due Wednesday, April 02, 2014 

 

Goal:  Develop ideas for your Rogerian Argument essay by exploring your thoughts regarding 

pedagogy, persuasion, and public education. 

 

Intended Audience:  The members of our class 

 

Discussion:  This semester, you have been gathering information on socio-economic challenges in 

education from sources such as  

 Introduction to Urban Education (FSA 101) and possibly from other courses    

 LeAlan Jones’ February 05
th

 speech, and/or the book that he co-authored 

 Our March 05
th

 Cross-cultural miscommunication panel discussion   

 Your service-learning site, as noted in your Service-Learning Log entries  

 Our Monday, March 31
st
 class reflection 

  

 

Instructions:   

1. List details, including statistics and descriptions, from the sources named above, that relate 

to a socio-economic challenge that troubles you.    

2. Your reflection could consider causes or consequences of a particular challenge. 

3. Avoid an either/or approach: Explore “grey” areas that acknowledge alternate points of view 

because “depth of thought” is important, so move beyond the simple and the obvious.  

4. Use details from your Service-Learning Log entries.   

5. Remember that your thesis statement (your revelation) might not appear until the conclusion 

6. Submit a polished composition.  

7. Write at least 400 words. 

 

 

Please – Do NOT tell me what you think I want to read, unless you think that I want to read your 

actual thoughts on this topic.   

 

Feel free  

to disagree  

with me. 
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End notes 

1
 (CAEP is an organization formalized on July 1, 2013, by the merging of The National Council for 

Accreditation of Teacher Education [NCATE] with the Teacher Education Accreditation Council 

[CAEP].  CAEP is “the sole specialized accreditor of teacher preparation” 

[http://caepnet.org/about/history/]). 

2
 McLaughlin (2008) describes the complexity of a similar concept “emotional well-being,” 

explaining that it is surrounded by a variety of related terms, with each term reflecting the 

discipline of its user (pp. 353-354).  For additional discussion, refer to Goroshit and Hen (2012), 

McLaughlin (2008), and Stacks et al. (2013). 

3
 Evidence suggests that strong emotional intelligence may also improve academic performance.  

See Goroshit and Hen (2012), Stacks et al. (2013), and Wang et al. (2012). 

4
 A description of Rogerian Argument is available as a PDF at this Webpage. 

5
 A description of annotation is available as a PDF at this Webpage. 

6
 A description of observing is available as a PDF at this Webpage. 

7
 A sample Service-Learning Log is available as a PDF at this Webpage. 

8
This approach to reflection acknowledges the usefulness of deductive prompts, such as, You 

have written that “concepts in physics are too hard for 3rd-graders to understand.  What 

evidence/experience  do you have for that claim?  What evidence/experience contradicts that 

claim? 

9
 A description of Reflective Listening is available as a PDF at this Webpage. 

 

 


