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ABSTRACT
Many institutions of higher education increasingly place a focus on various forms of
experiential education, including personal reflections. While much work has been done in
this and related areas, the resources currently available are not sufficient to effectively
guide, assess, and evaluate student learning through reflection. Guiding students through
the process, assessing their work, and providing an evaluation presents challenges for
educators. This article discusses a new framework, a robust rubric, and a guide that
students and evaluators can use to support experiential learning through reflection. The
framework and resources are based on a grounded investigation of student reflections
that were compared to various models from the literature. The framework and resources
discussed in the article were developed over a period of five years and with more than
1,600 students. Our purpose here is to describe the development of this framework, to
provide a description of the rubric and guide, and to share the lessons learned. This
framework and accompanying materials will, we hope, be a useful resource for educators
and students wishing to support experiential learning through the use of reflection.
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INTRODUCTION

Most people likely understand the role of experience in the learning process in an intuitive
way. Learning through experimentation, stumbling upon a great idea while participating in a new
activity, or reflecting on the consequences of a mistake are surely universal experiences. That said, it
should be noted that experiential learning is not necessarily a direct result of experiential education.
Experiential education “is the philosophical process that guides the development of structural and
functional learning experiences,” while experiential learning “refers to the specific techniques or
mechanisms that an individual can implement to acquire knowledge or meet learning goals” (Higher
Education Quality Council of Ontario, 2016 p. 18, referencing J. W. Roberts [2012], Beyond
Learning by Doing: Theoretical Currents in Experiential Education). Because of its relevance to
education, the role of experience in the learning process has long been of interest, and has been
addressed by researchers that include, among others, John Dewey, Kurt Lewin, and Jean Piaget (see
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario, 2016; Kolb, 2015). The body of knowledge on this
topic is extensive, and covers learning styles, intrinsic versus extrinsic motivation, and surface versus
deep learning, as well as tools and techniques for educators, including community-based learning,
problem-based learning, and reflective writing.
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The objective of this article is to present the development of a framework and associated
resources that can be used to effectively support high-quality reflection through guidance,
assessment, and evaluation. The framework, rubric, and guide are the outcome of several years of
design and testing as part of a set of university-level interdisciplinary courses on the topic of
sustainability. As of April 2018, the framework, guide, and rubric have been used in more than 18
classes and with more than 1,600 students. These materials have now been used by instructors in
several faculties at McMaster University and by professionals in other fields. Their feedback has
been valuable to refine both the framework and resources, so that they are now in a polished form
ready for wider dissemination.

THE ROLE OF REFLECTION IN EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

It is widely agreed that experience plays an important role in learning (Higher Education
Quality Council of Ontario, 2016; Kolb, 2015). According to the Association for Experiential
Education (2019), “experiential learning occurs when carefully chosen experiences are supported by
reflection, critical analysis, and synthesis.” Mezirow and associates explain that “critical thinking is
informed by reflection” and use it synonymously with “reflective learning,” stating that “[a]lthough
itis possible to think without either reflecting or learning, thought that involves critical reflection
involves learning” (1990, p. xvii). Thus, while critical thinking is a function of cognition, reflection is
a function of metacognition and encouraging it is one of the desired outcomes of reflection (Moon
2006). Anderson and Krathwohl (2001, p. 43) describe the two important aspects of metacognition:
“(1) knowledge about cognition and (2) control, monitoring, and regulation of cognitive process.”
Kuiper and Pesut (2004, p. 384) suggest that “critical thinking is to cognitive skill acquisition as
reflective thinking is to metacognitive skills acquisition.” This implies that just thinking or having an
experience do not necessarily result in learning, but rather critical thinking and reflection support
and facilitate the learning process. Although Mezirow (1998) makes the distinction between
“reflection” and “critical reflection” in that reflection is looking back on an experience but not
necessarily making an assessment of what is being reflected upon, we use the term reflection to imply
critical reflection.

The use of reflection in the learning process has been studied in a variety of fields, including
health (Mann, Gordon, & MacLeod, 2009), professional practice (Schon, 1987), professional
development (Moon, 1999), the arts (Leijen, Lam, Woldschut, & Simons, 2009), and more. Jennifer
Moon mentions that “{o]ne of the difficulties of studying the literature on reflection is that it
emanates from many different sources” (1999, p. vii), and she highlights some that have attempted
to transcend disciplinary boundaries, including Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985), and Mezirow
(1990) among others.

Although reflection has been studied from many different perspectives, they all have in
common a desire to help learners to better develop knowledge, skills, and abilities. Moon (2006)
places emphasis on the role of reflection in learning by identifying some purposes for learning
journals, which include “to record experience” (p. 44), “to facilitate learning from experience” (p.
45), “to develop critical thinking skills or the development of a questioning attitude” (p. 46), “to
encourage metacognition” (p. 46), “to enhance problem-solving skills” (p. 47), “as a means of
assessment in formal education” (p. 47), “to enhance reflective practice” (p. 48), “to enhance
creativity” (p.49), and “as a means of communication between one learning and another” (p. 51).
Boud (2001, p. 9) states that journal writing can be a record of events, a form of self-expression, and
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even a form of therapy. He presents journal writing as “a device for working with events and
experiences in order to extract meaning from them,” in order to “make sense of the world and how
we operate within it.” He also explains that “[a]s a vehicle for learning, [reflection] can be used in
formal courses . . . professional practice or any aspect of informal learning” (p. 9). Schon (1987)
believes that “education for reflective practice, though not a sufficient condition for wise or moral
practice, is certainly a necessary one” (p. xiii). Mezirow (1998) introduces critical reflection of an
assumption and critical self-reflection of an assumption, which can have an impact on one’s frame of
reference and result in transformational change for the individual.

Moon offers a perspective that “most writers on reflection begin their articles with a
preamble that refers to one or two of four writers whose work or models have influenced the manner
in which the term is viewed . . . As to which of these writers is chosen usually depends on the angle
the writer is taking” (2006, p. 11). For this article, we refer to John Dewey and David Kolb because
we discuss the process of reflection based on experience as a form of education and learning. Thanks
in large part to the works of Dewey and Kolb, it is widely accepted that experiences form the basis for
reflections which in turn can lead to new ideas, new experiences, and learning (see, among others,
Boud, 2001; Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Kolb, 2015; Moon, 1999). Through this cyclical process, ideas are
formed and re-formed as learning continues (Kolb & Kolb, 2009). In Experiential Learning Theory
and the appropriately titled The Experiential Learning Cycle, David Kolb (2015) places the act of
reflection as the first step towards drawing meaning from an experience, which helps guide the
learner to establish new ideas and to engage in new learning experiences (see the learning cycle,
figure 1).

Previous work has raised the level of awareness of the role and benefits of experience and
reflection within the learning process. Recently, for instance, there have been both theoretical works
that develop frameworks for reflection, and explorations of the necessary conditions for quality
reflection (Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario, 2016, referencing R. R. Rogers [2001],
Reflection in higher education: A concept analysis). Mann, Gordon, and MacLeod (2009) reviewed
and synthesized 29 studies of reflective practice in the health professions alone and found several

examples of approaches to assess reflective thinking. _



