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Introduction
In this study we explore Foundation Phase teacher educators’ and student teachers’ understandings 
of the nature, purpose and practices of reflection in initial teacher education. It is our view, based 
on years of participation in the field, that many unanswered questions exist in South African 
teacher education about reflection and that the concept is underestimated in terms of both its 
complexity and its potential. Although reflection is named as one of the components of integrated 
and applied knowledge in the national qualifications policy framework for teacher education 
(Department of Higher Education (DHET) 2015), the concept is not defined beyond referring to 
reflection as one way of ‘giving renewed emphasis to what is to be learnt and how it is to be learnt’ 
(DHET 2015:9). Thus, this article explores the question: How do Foundation Phase teacher 
educators and student teachers at four South African universities understand and implement the 
notion of reflection in a Bachelor of Education programme?

Reflective practice is a much used concept in teacher education and there exists ‘a plethora of 
literature on reflective teaching’ (Fendler 2003:16). Drawing on international scholarship, we 
begin by outlining various traditions in reflection. We then argue the importance of one of these 
traditions – critical reflection – as a contribution to producing critical, independent and socially 
committed teachers, able to position themselves in relation to the inequalities of South African 
education (Beylefeld & le Roux 2015). This is followed by an account of interviews with student 
teachers and teacher educators, where we highlight the disparate views that seem to exist on the 
concept, purposes and practices of reflection, both within and amongst student teachers and 
teacher educators.

Our argument for exploring reflection derives from a number of aspirations and challenges 
in  South African education post-democracy. Five examples are cited here. The Education 
White  Paper of 1997 emphasised that South African higher education institutions should 
be producing graduates with critical, analytical and problem-solving skills and competences 
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(Department of Education 1997). The national Higher 
Education Transformation summit, held in 2015, reiterated 
the key role of higher education in South Africa in helping to 
build an open, democratic, post-apartheid society and an 
informed and socially aware citizenry (Council on Higher 
Education 2015). The Minimum Requirements for Teacher 
Education Qualifications (MRTEQ) (DHET 2015:10) refers to 
the need for students to reflect on lessons presented by 
themselves and others, learning both from theory and 
practice. The report of the National Education Evaluation 
&  Development Unit (NEEDU) (2013) cites the outcome 
of  the  Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for 
Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) language test of 
2007, where teachers did well on items requiring retrieval of 
information, but poorly on those items requiring the higher 
cognitive functions of inference, interpretation and evaluation 
(NEEDU 2013:25). Furthermore, this report argues the 
importance of learners developing skills of inferential and 
interpretive reasoning, in order to engage with ‘why’ and 
‘how’ questions (NEEDU 2013:74). The very structured 
nature of the national school curriculum (Curriculum 
Assessment Policy Statement) has left limited time and space 
for teachers to reflect and implement innovative learning 
processes.

Against this background, the research set out to ask – What 
concepts and practices do teacher educators draw on in order 
to nurture and promote habits of reflection in their student 
teachers? And what are the experiences of student teachers in 
this regard?

Conceptual orientations
Over three decades ago, Van Manen had already identified 
three ‘ways of knowing’ in reflective practice: the technical, 
the practical or interpretive, and the critical (Van Manen 
1977:225–226), with the latter emphasising long-term shifts in 
personal understandings, reflexivity and social agency. 
Similarly, Zeichner and Liston (2014) distinguish between 
four traditions from which one can look at reflection as a 
form of learning: a conservative (academic) tradition which 
stresses content and skills, a progressive (developmentalist 
and pragmatic) tradition stressing the needs of the child, a 
social justice tradition dealing with oppressive social forces 
such as race, gender and class and lastly a spiritual tradition, 
stressing significant life meaning. Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-
Bailey identify a first level of reflection as routine action 
‘guided by authority and experience’ (2000:41), without an 
inclination to justify actions taken, and critical reflection as a 
higher level of thought processes where there is a conscious 
awareness, careful consideration of consequences and finally 
cognitive change. Finally, Korthagen (2001:53) identifies a 
number of ‘functions’ for reflection which vary from enabling 
teachers to analyse, evaluate and change their own practice 
to the appraisal of moral and ethical issues which include 
their own beliefs about good teaching.

A shift in the purpose of reflection from predominantly 
short-term, with the emphasis on knowing and doing, to 

long-term shifts in personal understandings, reflexivity and 
social agency is reflected in these various traditions and 
conceptual orientations, with the critical lens providing a 
framing within a paradigm of social justice, ethics and the 
greater good of society.

The complexity of the notion of reflection has also been 
highlighted in various studies exploring the practical and 
pedagogical implications of the concept. These include issues 
related to assessment, the relationship between process and 
product, and the scaffolding of critical reflective practice.

On the issue of assessment, Loughran (2006:129) argues that 
assessment is in opposition to what we try to achieve by 
reflection because the emphasis can shift so easily to a simple 
right and wrong approach. This dilemma, as will be shown 
later, was a factor that emerged clearly from the data of this 
study.

LaBoskey (as cited in Calderhead & Gates 1993:30) cautions 
that there is a distinction between the ‘common-sense’ 
thinker only interested in quick fixes (product oriented) and 
the alert novice who wants to know why they are doing what 
they are doing (process oriented). Again, this is a tension 
reflected in our data.

Researchers have reported on the difficulty students 
experience specifically with critical reflective practice 
(Moore  2005). Yost et al. (2000) point to the need for ‘a 
concerted and unified effort amongst teacher educators 
guided by structured curricula to promote critical reflection’ 
(2000:46). Guided reflection has been argued (Nolan 2008) to 
offer the benefit of providing language and structures to 
scaffold reflective practices. Nolan recounts how significant 
his own focus group discussions were in enabling deeper 
levels of reflection by creating deliberate mapping 
opportunities to reflect critically on sensitive issues in an 
accepting environment of trust.

The above discussion leads to a reminder that teacher 
educators themselves need to consider when students should 
be expected to participate meaningfully in critical reflection 
and the students’ own stage in the learning process, as ‘a 
concern for personal survival’ (Down & Hogan 2000:6) is 
likely to predominate in the early part of their teacher 
education. McIntyre (1995:366) suggests that students first 
just focus on a critical stance towards ideas from different 
sources and only once they have enough experience will they 
benefit from reflecting on their own personal practice. 
Similarly, other South African research found that small 
group discussions amongst first-year pre-service teachers 
were only able to initiate in the students ‘a shallow positioning 
of themselves in relation to the complex, socio-political issues 
that constitute our inequitable education system’ (Beylefeld 
& le Roux 2015:15).

The challenges involved in teaching and learning through 
critical reflective practice seem to demand of teacher educators 
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an explicit reconsideration of their goals and practices. In the 
following section, we report on the findings of a study that 
explored how teacher educators and student teachers were 
responding to these challenges in the teacher education 
programmes (BEd Foundation Phase) of four South African 
universities.

Research methods and design
The investigation was conducted as a multisite case study at 
four universities. At the time of the study, all four universities 
were in the process of recurriculating their teacher education 
programmes in alignment with the new policy framework 
on teacher education (MRTEQ). Data were gathered through 
interviews with teacher educators and student teachers at 
each of the research sites, and documentary analysis of 
policies and course materials was carried out.

Twenty-one universities were involved in Foundation Phase 
teacher education in South Africa during 2013 (Green, 
Adendorff & Mathebula 2014). Of these, four (universities A, 
B, C and D) were purposefully selected as the sample for the 
study. The criterion for selection was significant student 
enrolment in the 4-year Bachelor of Education Foundation 
Phase programme and a long-standing tradition of teacher 
education. Each interview took place on the premises of that 
particular university and lasted about 45 min. Access to these 
universities was facilitated by the fact that the principal 
researcher was herself a lecturer in the same field and had 
regular contact with colleagues at these universities through 
a professional association. A contact person (lecturer) in the 
Foundation Phase programme at each university was asked 
to identify the informants who would be best placed to share 
insights and experiences.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two 
Foundation Phase teacher educators from each university: 
one who was closely involved in the policy-driven curriculum 
development which characterised teacher education in 
South Africa in the period 2011–2015 and an other who was 
involved in the teaching of one of the core methodology 
subjects of the Foundation Phase, namely Language, 
Mathematics or Life Skills, the latter encompassing a 
combination of the arts, sciences and Life Orientation for the 
Foundation Phase. All were also involved in the teaching 
experience programme where students have to do supervised 
teaching in Foundation Phase classrooms. All were women, 
with varying levels of lecturing experience.

Where the subject Professional Practice (also called 
Professional Studies in some universities) was offered, its 
course outline provided further insights into the links 
between teaching experience and theory. The subject includes 
topics like classroom management, administration and action 
research and is regarded as the bridge between university 
input and the classroom.

Interview questions to teacher educators focused on the role 
of reflection in the particular teacher education programme 

and included aspects such as the content, the purpose, the 
levels, the challenges and the products of reflection expected 
from the students. Most questions were open-ended to 
allow participants to frame their understandings in their own 
ways.

Focus group interviews were conducted with six final year 
BEd Foundation Phase students at universities A, B and D. 
At university C, third-year students were interviewed, as 
the final year students were away on teaching experience. 
Of 24 students interviewed, 23 were women. The majority 
of the students interviewed at university C were Afrikaans 
speaking, whilst those at universities A, B and D were 
predominantly English speaking. Other than one black 
African student from university B, all the students 
interviewed would have been classified as white or of 
mixed race in the former South African dispensation. Whilst 
this demographic could be seen as a limitation of the study, 
it was illustrative of the skewed enrolment patterns in the 
Foundation Phase programme in South Africa at that time 
(Green et al. 2014:9).

Students were interviewed about the role of reflection in their 
training. The emphasis here was on their knowledge and 
perceptions of the concept of reflection, levels of reflective 
practice, their understanding of the purposes of reflection 
and the challenges experienced. All interviews were recorded 
and transcribed.

The models and classifications of Van Manen (1977) and 
Zeichner and Liston (2014) were used to gain insight into 
participants’ conceptual framing and practical implementation 
of reflective practice. Thematic analysis was used to code, 
tabulate and categorise the patterns emerging from 
interviewees’ expressed views and understandings. Patterns 
from the data were refined through a reduction process and 
used to interpret and analyse the findings within the central 
scholarly debates. In this sense, we opted for a blend between 
a deductive analysis, based on certain analytical framings, 
together with an inductive approach where the themes were 
linked to the emerging data.

BEd programme and course outlines were perused in order 
to establish the intended role of reflective practice. However, 
these were found to focus more on technical details such as 
credits, dates, etc., and as such were not used further in the 
analysis of the data.

The interview data provided insight into teacher educators’ 
and student teachers’ perspectives on the purposes for which 
reflective practice is and can be used in their teacher education 
programmes and how it is experienced. It also reflected the 
most dominant tradition(s) in which reflection is practised 
and the challenges experienced in the context of the four 
teacher education programmes.

To analyse the interviews, a matrix was developed in order 
to  move between descriptive codes (what the interviewees 
said), analytic memos (how the findings related to the theory 

http://www.sajce.co.za


Page 4 of 9 Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za Open Access

and to other data) and themes (broader categorisations). The 
emerging categories were then narrowed down to three 
dominant themes: disparate views of the conceptual nature 
and purposes (what & why) of reflective practice; disparate 
views of the practices (how) of reflective practice; and the 
largely tacit understandings of teacher educators and 
students of the role of reflective practice in teacher education. 
These themes are discussed in the next section.

Ethical considerations 
Ethical clearance was received from the university, participation 
of all interviewees was voluntary and confidentiality was 
guaranteed.

Results
Disparate views of the conceptual nature and 
purposes (what & why) of reflective practice
All the teacher educators in the study agreed that reflective 
practice is of great importance in teacher education; however, 
their understandings of the concept and purposes of reflective 
practice varied. Most agreed that reflective practice is a form 
of enquiry which leads to problem-solving or improvement 
of practice and that it is a core principle of their curriculum 
and regarded as a very important process in teaching and 
learning.

The teacher educators shared a predominantly interpretive 
understanding of reflective practice, as a means to go beyond 
comments such as ‘the lesson was lovely’. For them, it was 
about encouraging depth of inquiry, thereby improving 
student teachers’ understanding of teaching and learning. 
One teacher educator defined reflection in the following way:

It is a cyclical thing – to stand back and to re-visit in order to 
improve. The purpose of reflection is to know why you are 
doing what you are doing, to learn about yourself and your 
assumptions, to inquire about teaching and learning. These 
aspects are considered important because of the diversity in our 
classrooms. (University C, female, programme coordinator)

Despite prompting from the interviewer, no mention was 
made by any of the teacher educator participants of 
encouraging students to link their observations with theory 
or broadening their observations to include a critical lens on 
moral, ethical and social issues and the potential of critical 
reflection to motivate agency in this respect.

However, the student teachers had limited regard for the 
process of reflection, linking its importance only with a final 
product. Student focus groups shared a rather narrow 
understanding of reflective practice. For them, it was about 
describing what happened in the classroom and then 
focussing on what they did wrong – and to a lesser degree 
what they did right – ‘what worked and what didn’t work’, 
an approach reminiscent of the technical–rational approach 
to reflection as outlined by various theorists (Korthagen 2001; 
Schön 1987; Zeichner 2014).

Although the student focus groups indicated early in the 
interviews that they understood the concept of reflection 
very well, they became more uncertain about it as the 
interview progressed. Two student focus groups indicated 
towards the end of the interview that they suspect they do 
not actually understand the real potential of reflective 
practice as a means to link theory and practice or to become a 
vehicle for agency. They admitted to not putting much effort 
into reflection ‘unless a mark is given’ and that they try to 
write what they think the teacher educator expects from 
them if they thought it might be assessed. One student 
indicated that he saw little purpose in reflective practice if it 
was not assessed. This view was not opposed by his fellow 
interviewees.

Students reported that they were expected to reflect on their 
teaching in journals, lesson reflections and post-lesson 
discussions; however, they indicated that they were unsure of 
what a good reflection should look like: ‘We write what we 
think the lecturer wants, (University B, female, final year BEd 
student). Another student teacher said: ‘We have found out 
that the lecturers want us to say what we can improve’ 
(University A, male, final year BEd student). A general trend 
throughout the interviews was that the teacher educators 
were in agreement about most aspects, whilst the student 
teachers were equally in agreement about their perceptions. 
However, what was surprising was the extent to which 
student perceptions differed from those of their lecturers and 
the fact that neither of the two groups of participants seemed 
to realise the extent to which they had divergent views of 
reflective practice. One example of this was teacher educators’ 
agreement that students should be able to use reflective 
practice well once they are qualified teachers whilst the 
students themselves identified it as a ‘university thing’ which 
is not done by teachers in the workplace ‘since there is no time 
for reflection in school’. In the final analysis, this means that 
whilst the teacher educator participants saw reflective practice 
as an investment with long-term potential, student teachers 
perceived it as a short-term activity whilst at university.

None of the participants was aware of a structure in their 
curriculum providing continuous theoretical and practical 
support for reflective practice. There was also no significant 
evidence of using critical reflection to consider the real-life 
tensions of a broader South African society, or the African 
and global context.

Reflective practice is regarded in the scholarship as an 
important means of integrating theory and practice 
(Korthagen 2001; Zeichner & Liston 2014); however, the 
majority of the teacher educators and none of the student 
participants referred specifically to this aspect. This was 
surprising because it was clear from their examples that most 
of the reflection that students did was done during school 
experience when they were expected to reflect on the lessons 
they had taught.

There was no evidence in the study that either teacher 
educators or students had separately or together deliberated 
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on the different functions or purposes of reflective practice. 
There was also no evidence that the student teachers had 
been made aware of how these purposes relate to how 
reflective practice is used. As already indicated, student 
participants reported that their reflections consist mainly of 
reporting on so-called ‘improvements’ to their practice and 
are mainly about classroom management. Such examples 
could be considered to be within a technical orientation; 
however, a more nuanced view on this is provided by Hoy 
and Woolfolk (as cited in Korthagen 2001:47), who argue that 
technical competence can be seen as a precondition for 
reflection, to enable the student to develop both a starting 
competence and a growth competence.

Disparate views of the practices (how) 
of reflective practice
In spite of the importance that teacher educators and the 
qualifications framework for teacher education attached 
to  reflective practice, none of the teacher educators who 
were interviewed could produce documentary evidence of a 
curriculum or timetable aimed explicitly at student teacher 
knowledge of the concept, use or development of reflection. 
Responses about how reflection is defined in their curricula 
were vague and general; only one university had provided 
some clarification of the concept in its Teaching Practice 
assessment rubric. Reflection on teaching was located here 
on a continuum from ‘not yet coping’ (does not acknowledge 
problems with lesson even when pointed out) to ‘thoughtful, 
insightful’ (reflects during lesson and changes tack if 
necessary; in-depth reflection follows).

The teacher educators as well as the students at the four 
universities were in agreement that reflective practice is 
particularly important in the school-based component of 
their programme. Some examples were given of how 
reflective practice was built into the design and teaching of 
methodology subjects; these on the whole referred to 
technical reflective practices of identifying and correcting 
practical aspects of teaching. One teacher educator spoke 
about working from the ‘self’ to the ‘general’, whilst another 
mentioned that students are encouraged to write about their 
emotions in relation to teaching incidents. Two further 
examples were ‘relating discipline issues to their discipline 
issues in the school’ and ‘how to adapt resources for use in 
under-resourced schools’. No examples were given of 
critical reflection, although one or two examples referred to 
an interpretive approach with greater understanding of 
classroom practices as purpose. The teacher educators (all of 
whom were involved in teaching methodology subjects) 
were not able to give examples of reflective teaching from 
subjects outside of those that focused on pedagogical 
learning, but one student focus group referred to ‘once 
talking about’ socio-political aspects during an education 
lecture.

Several inconsistencies were noted in the analyses: In spite of 
the fact that most of the teacher educators flagged reflective 
practice as used by all lecturers and integrated in all subjects, 

it was not taught as a discrete topic at any of the four sites. 
Students’ examples of critical reflection showed that they 
were under the impression that ‘things that don’t work’ are 
examples of ‘critical’ reflective practice. Whilst the students 
reported that reflective practice is prominent in most subjects, 
examples mentioned by both teacher educators and students 
focused predominantly on teaching experience and to a 
lesser extent on the methodology subjects and the practical 
subjects such as Art and Music.

Students also disagreed with their lecturers that reflective 
practice focuses on both short- and long-term benefits. All 
student focus groups indicated that their reflective practice 
focuses mostly on short-term interventions to improve their 
immediate practice. One student explained:

Perhaps we should be required just to reflect on our crit. lessons 
[lessons evaluated by teacher educators]. I am not actually sure if 
I reflect in the right way since I have never had feedback on my 
reflections. In fact, initially we thought it was just nonsense 
but now we understand the purpose. (University D, female, final 
year BEd student)

The comment was followed up by a discussion which 
revealed that the purpose was understood to ‘correct’ 
methodological practices in the classroom. Some resistance 
to engaging in deeper levels of reflection was highlighted in 
the following student comment:

The ability to reflect deeper than actually just saying what’s 
wrong and what’s right, that’s hard for me personally … if 
there’s something wrong then you can fix it. You don’t want to 
look deeper. … Just Google it (laughter). (University D, female, 
final year BEd student)

A further observation was the tension between seeing 
reflection as process or reflection as product. Although all 
four student focus groups indicated that they understand 
that reflection is important, they could not ‘see the point of 
it’ unless the product was assessed. Therefore, the importance 
was for them not in becoming adept at using the process of 
reflection effectively and purposefully, but rather in the 
mark they get for it.

Another complexity was that of developing a language of 
reflection. Both students and teacher educators reported that 
many students find the language of reflection challenging, 
with students who are studying through the medium of a 
language other than their home language experiencing 
additional challenges. Zeichner and Liston (2014:7) write that 
reflection is in reality a multilayered and complex concept 
and therefore requires a language which reflects its subtle 
differences and many different purposes. The complexity of 
language is perhaps even more characteristic of the language 
of critical reflection because of the sensitivities involved – 
another reason why the fostering of reflective processes 
needs to be planned and executed purposefully.

A further aspect that may contribute to the complexity of 
critical reflective processes is the need to question one’s 
own personal assumptions and beliefs, especially in the 
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presence of peers. At one of the universities, the teacher 
educators were convinced that reflecting on personal 
assumptions and bias would not be a problem for their 
students, yet the student participants at this university (as 
at the other three sites) indicated that they never reflect on 
their own assumptions, beliefs and bias, ‘except for some 
cultural stuff in Education’. At another university, a student 
explained that ‘you don’t want to hurt each other’, 
(University B, female, final year BEd student), presumably 
commenting on reflecting on each other’s teaching.

The largely tacit understandings of the role 
of reflective practice in teacher education
The findings of this study suggest a number of tacit 
assumptions amongst staff and students regarding reflective 
practice and the role of both teacher educators and their 
students in fostering this approach. At the beginning of each 
interview, the participants in our study were without 
exception confident about their understanding of reflective 
practice and their interpretations and implementation 
thereof. Yet most of the interpretations proved to be vague 
and evidence in support of the views of the participants was 
lacking. Student participants in particular were unaware of 
the complexities involved or the far-reaching potential of 
reflection for educational practices.

Lecturers assumed that all staff are knowledgeable about 
reflective practice and use it extensively. As one put it: ‘It is 
embedded into our curricula’ (University A, female, teacher 
educator involved in curriculum planning), although she 
admitted, ‘it might be challenging to operationalise reflection 
in the enactment of the curriculum’. At another university, a 
teacher educator followed up her comment that all staff use 
reflective practice by saying that she was not actually sure if 
others use it ‘but people speak so often about it, it might be a 
principle written down somewhere in the curriculum’ 
(university B, female, teacher educator). Yet teacher educators 
did not seem to know of any specific examples of reflective 
practice being used other than in their own subjects or during 
teaching experience. Teacher educators also assumed that 
students understand the importance of reflective practice, 
why it is often not used for marks and that it is a tool for life-
long learning at both personal and collaborative levels. One 
of the teacher educators indicated that ‘identifying reasons 
for critical incidents in teaching and learning and linking it 
to  contextual challenges’ should be the most important 
reflective quality for a final year BEd student (University C, 
female, teacher educator involved in a methodology subject 
and teaching experience). However, when probed, neither 
the students at that university nor any other student focus 
group in the sample was familiar with the term ‘critical 
incident’. A further anomaly was that teaching experience 
was pointed out as the area where reflection was used most 
often, yet both teacher educators and students indicated that 
teachers do not use reflective practice.

In spite of the teacher educators assuming that the students 
use reflection in, on and for action (Schön 1987), the students 

at three universities seemed unsure about the difference 
between these three purposes. The pattern observed from the 
student focus group responses was that reflection was viewed 
as largely a routine action – something the teacher educators 
expected from their students for every lesson taught. They 
were unsure of what a good reflection entails, yet their 
perception was that it is quite easy to reflect. Their emphasis 
was on the product – which could be a journal or a reflection 
following on a particular lesson and its assessment – rather 
than on the process of reflection which supports learning. 
None of the student teacher participants could think of 
examples of having done critical reflections in the sense of a 
socio-critical perspective or of having done reflections 
focussing on contextual and situational problems. They did 
not see it as particularly complex, although one or two 
student focus groups referred vaguely to ‘critical’ reflection 
as more difficult.

Teacher educators were obviously more familiar with the 
terminology and although they were convinced that reflective 
practice is important for teacher education, the examples 
referred mostly to improved strategies. One lecturer 
commented that her postgraduate students were more 
familiar with reflective practice and specifically critical 
reflection. The one thing student teachers were in agreement 
about was that they were overwhelmed by the number of 
reflections they have to do: ‘done too often with little to 
reflect on except if there is a problem.’ Another student focus 
group said: ‘We are tired of reflections, there are simply too 
many’ (university B, final year BEd students).

The student participants from the four universities were in 
agreement that reflective practice is important but their 
understanding of its potential as a means towards more 
meaningful long-term educational practices was limited. They 
were not familiar with processes of using reflective practice 
to  interrogate personal or theoretical understandings. The 
examples mentioned were predominantly limited to teaching 
experience, but did not highlight context as a significant 
aspect. The value of reflective practice seemed to reside in the 
mark allocated and critical reflection seemed to be interpreted 
simply as ‘being critical’. Only one group of student 
participants had been referred to a scholarly discussion about 
reflective practice. None of the groups could report on lecturer 
input and discussion on reflective practice as a concept.

An overriding pattern was the tacit understandings of 
reflective practice amongst the participants. Teacher 
educators assumed their fellow educators’ and students’ 
understandings of the concept to be similar to their own. 
Students assumed that their interpretations of the concept 
and its functions were similar to those of their educators. 
However, they did not seem to have shared with their 
educators that they were overwhelmed by the number of 
reflections and often just wrote what they thought the teacher 
educator would want to see.

Student participants in every focus group indicated towards 
the end of their interviews that they suspected they still have 
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lots to learn about reflective practice. The majority of teacher 
educator participants felt that their faculties needed to 
reconsider the role of reflective practice in their curriculum.

Discussion
Zeichner and Liston (2014:4) have referred to reflection as the 
‘bandwagon’ of teaching. Many of the challenges which 
became visible in this research reflect similar concerns about 
vague and somewhat narrow interpretations of the concept 
of reflection and the implications for practice. The findings of 
this research, for example, revealed the disparity between 
students’ and teacher educators’ notions of the purpose and 
meaning of reflective practice in education. Whilst each 
group seemed sure that there was mutual understanding of 
the concept, this was not the case. Students’ and teacher 
educators’ perceptions about the concept of reflective practice 
and its potential value for education varied.

Russell (2014:174) refers to ‘the gap between … espoused 
theories … and … theories-in-use (observed actions)’ of 
teacher educators themselves. Although there seemed to be 
tacit agreement amongst the teacher educators that reflective 
practice is done by all, that their understanding is similar and 
that there must be faculty documentation to support this, 
colleagues seem to not have engaged with each other at 
either a theoretical or pedagogical level. The teacher educator 
participants all indicated confidently that reflection is used 
throughout the faculty but could hardly mention any 
examples except their own.

It was interesting to note that, in a context like South Africa, 
where student teachers have a great responsibility to become 
change agents within the overall purpose of improving 
the  quality of education for all, there were few  signs that 
critical reflective practice was encouraged or theorised in the 
teacher education programmes investigated. Rather, the 
study revealed that the function of ‘improving’ teaching at 
predominantly a technical rational level, or sometimes an 
interpretive level, was foregrounded. Missing was an overt 
sense of helping prospective teachers to come to terms with 
‘a wide array of things about learning, social and cultural 
contexts, teaching and be able to enact these understandings 
in complex classrooms serving increasingly diverse students’ 
(Darling-Hammond 2006:3).

Somewhat disturbing were some of the student participants’ 
outspoken comments about ‘giving the lecturers what they 
want’ and questioning the value of reflective practice unless 
assessed. Our own view is that whilst the product might be a 
reflection as part of a lesson plan, a journal inscription or a 
reflective essay, its growth value is not so much in the 
product, but in the process. Therefore, it lends itself better to 
formative assessment (if assessment is absolutely necessary) 
than summative assessment. Processes are, of course, not 
easy to assess. As Van Manen puts it: ‘it is easier to teach 
informational knowledge and concepts than it is to effect … 
embodied understandings which will resonate in relations 
with others, the world around us and our actions’ (2007:22).

Reflection has been argued as a way of bridging the gap 
between theory and practice (Frick, Carl & Beets 2010). Yet 
the findings of this study showed that this potential means 
was under-theorised by the participant faculties. A teacher 
educator commented that students struggle to use theories as 
lenses: ‘Students give one-dimensional answers to questions 
re shared space between theory and practice and miss out on 
the complexity of teaching.’

On the whole, neither student teachers nor teacher educators 
seemed to be sure about the purposes towards which they 
wanted to use reflective practice and how these purposes 
aligned with the way in which they use it. One student 
commented: ‘(I) did not know what was expected at first … 
(but) towards the end we realised it is about learning.’ 
Therefore, a key question is towards what purposes teacher 
educators encourage reflective practice. Many South African 
universities and faculties within universities have developed 
their own sets of graduate attributes; the question then 
becomes to what extent these attributes are embedded in 
their programmes. For example, if reflexivity is an expressed 
graduate attribute, one would expect a faculty to engage 
deeply with the concept and its purposes, debating what 
educators can expect their students to reflect on and how the 
process of reflection can be encouraged.

Boud and Walker note that critical reflective practice is 
‘highly context-specific’ (1998:191) and the social and cultural 
context has a powerful influence over the way reflective 
practice is carried out. The lack of evidence in this study of 
reflecting collaboratively on socio-political issues might be a 
consequence of student resistance to talking about more 
personal aspects such as race and class, personal beliefs and 
contextual sensitivities. An anomaly then: there is a particular 
need for critical reflective processes in the teacher education 
programmes of a country like South Africa with its fractured 
history; yet it is this very challenge and the tensions caused 
by it which may contribute to student teachers’ resistance to 
engaging in critical reflection on contentious issues.

Conclusion
South Africa has a dearth of research on entire programmes 
related to teacher education for the Foundation Phase 
(Du Plooy et al. 2016), a situation that is being addressed as 
more contributions to research on Foundation Phase teacher 
education comes to the fore, particularly through the 
establishment of the South African Journal of Childhood 
Education (Baxen & Botha 2016). As part of building this 
research agenda, this study explored teacher educators’ and 
student teachers’ understandings of the notion of reflection 
at four universities in South Africa. The results showed that 
the teacher educators and student teachers in this particular 
sample had very different understandings of the nature, 
purposes and practices of reflection, and largely tacit 
understandings of the role of reflective practice.

The study was conducted at only 4 of the 21 universities in 
South Africa offering a Bachelor of Education in Foundation 
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Phase at that time (Green et al. 2014:4) and generalisations 
from the findings must therefore be treated with caution. A 
potential limitation of the study was the fact that all four of 
the universities were in the process of redesigning their 
Foundation Phase curriculum, such that documentation was 
not always accessible or finalised. Nevertheless, we conclude 
with some general comments emerging from the findings, for 
further consideration by others.

We have argued that critical reflection has the potential to 
give student teachers the means to develop confidence in 
their own ability to constantly seek creative solutions to the 
many challenges that face them as novice teachers. All 
countries, including South Africa, require teachers who are 
able to bring about transformative learning in an open-
minded and thoughtful way. How then to address these 
challenges towards promoting reflective practice as a means 
to educate student teachers to become change agents within 
the South African context?

As teacher educators ourselves, some ongoing and as yet 
unanswered questions are stimulated by our own reflections 
on the findings of the study. Russell (2014:175), for example, 
mentions a challenge that may also hold true in the South 
African context: Students may have acquired many habits of 
teaching from their own school teachers. In the South African 
context, the school curriculum has become very prescriptive, 
and thus does not implicitly encourage an inquiry stance. 
How this impacts on student teachers’ own approach to 
learning is a topic that is worthy of further investigation.

Against the background of the educational inequities in 
South Africa, it makes sense for education faculties to ensure 
that reflective practice is used to interrogate contested areas 
in wider society. However, the question is whether the social, 
political and ethical drivers of critical reflection form part of 
the theoretical frameworks that drive teacher education 
curricula. Such an orientation can provide a means to 
individually and collaboratively interrogate practices and 
beliefs, theorising and acting towards a practical wisdom for 
the greater good of society. Should there be faculty agreement 
and buy-in on the potential of critical reflective practice to 
address some of the challenges and tensions prevalent 
in  education, faculties should look towards a coherent 
framework for pursuing such a purpose, as well as driving 
an ongoing discourse around the complexities and challenges 
characteristic of critical reflection.

We have argued that critical reflective practice should be 
more purposefully explored in teacher education. The 
challenge lies in the often vague interpretations amongst 
teacher educators of the epistemology of reflection and the 
variety of different processes, purposes, influences and foci 
associated with it – a challenge reiterated in the international 
scholarship on critical reflective practice.

By including emotional, spiritual, moral, ethical and political 
aspects of teaching, reflective practice has the potential to 

contribute to a more socially responsive teacher education 
programme. The role of critical reflection should be 
reconsidered for its potential to assist in reframing assumed 
realities and opening up pathways for new deliberations in 
education. Teacher educators like ourselves, we would argue, 
need to collaboratively and through dialogue contribute to 
reflective practice frameworks, thereby working towards 
continued agency and transformation in teacher education.
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