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Abstract

Globally, reflective thinking is considered a vital aspect of ongoing learning and professional
development in the teaching profession. While engaging with reflection particularly for trainee teachers
who do not have relevant experience can be challenging, this could be significantly more challenging
within an education system that lacks support for the development of metacognitive skills. The
utilization of technology-focused reflective tools has been shown in literature to enhance trainee
teachers’ reflective capacities. Thus, adopting technology could facilitate and motivate pre-service
teachers to engage with reflection in challenging contexts. This study explores such a context and aims
to understand Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences and their supervisors’ perspectives when the
former engages with reflection via the use of technology as a means to foster reflection to help the pre-
service teachers develop professionally and personally during their school placement journey. Due to
the complexity of the teaching and uncommaon use of the reflection concept within the Saudi context, a
combination of action research framework design and narrative analysis was adopted in this research
of twelve elementary pre-service teachers and three supervisors at the 1AU in eastern Saudi Arabia to
understand their experience through their stories. Furthermore, the technology adopted in the reflective
journals used novel forms of graphic representation to aid understanding and development of complex
reflective concepts and their stages within the group of trainee teachers.

The findings indicate that there were some impediments that had arisen during this study related to
reflective thinking skills such as difficulty in identifying and assessing certain issues at the beginning
of the study and difficulties in speculating the future action as well as some writing challenges noticed
among some participants. Moreover, this research found that some contextual factors contributed to
hinder participants from reflecting at a deeper level in some of their journals. Individual differences
appear among the participants in which their ability to reflect was dependent on their willingness and
their initial attitudes articulated by the Deweyan theory. Nonetheless, the majority of Saudi pre-service
teachers in this study were able to shift their paradigm to openly express their thoughts and acknowledge
their weaknesses as well as to adopt a more active role and actively take responsibility for their learning
and teaching. Furthermore, the narrative interviews revealed a developing sense of moral and ethical
consideration among participants as a result of engaging with reflection. The study provides evidence
that when fostering reflective thinking in a supportive environment, a positive attitude and a sense of
pride were apparent among trainee teachers by the end of the research.

The combination of technology and the reflection process was found to motivate the participants to
engage in reflection. This research found some consistencies between main objectives that motivated
bloggers in general to engage with blogging and some of the initial orientations expressed by the
participants in the present study, including airing their voice to influence and benefit others and seeking
some support and feedback from the audience. Visualising and modelling the reflection concepts by
using infographics and exemplars as online scaffolding tools embedded in the main blog helped the
participants to understand the meaning of reflection and how to start reflecting on their practice,
especially at the beginning of the study. Continuous online feedback from professionals was also found
to be crucial to fostering reflection within many of the pre-service teachers when writing their reflective
journals. This research has implications for developing teachers' training programs in countries
worldwide.
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Chapterl: Introduction

1.1 Background to the study

Teachers are at the heart of any educational improvement. Indeed it has been demonstrated that
when pupils benefit from any educational policy change, it is associated with the role and
practices of teachers (Hopkins and Stern, 1996). OECD educational experts have reported that
“expert, motivated, flexible teaching staff are the most vital component of high quality
provision” (OECD, 1990, p. 33). This is because teachers have a critical influence on students,
with Stronge (2018, p. 3) stating that:

Teachers have a powerful, long-lasting influence on their students, they
directly affect how students learn, what they learn, how much they learn, and
the ways in which they interact with one another and the world around them.

However, teaching is complex, unpredictable and changeable in its nature (Schulz, 2005;
Finlay, 2008) and teachers need to be adaptable, to play new roles (Jarvis, 2002) and to keep
reflecting upon their existing skills (Korthagen, 2001; Hagevik, Aydeniz and Rowell, 2012;
Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016) and acquiring new ones in order to teach effectively (Devlin and

Samarawickrema, 2010).

Effective teachers, according to Mortimore et al. (1988), provide their students with challenging
and diverse activities, they bring high levels of interaction among the students, are able to
involve their pupils in tasks and assume responsibility for their work and provide a positive

atmosphere in the class. However, as Beattie (1995, p. 53) notes:

The process of becoming and being a teacher is increasingly being
acknowledged as a multi-faceted endeavour which involves the person
intellectually, socially, morally, emotionally, and aesthetically.

In fact being an effective teacher means more than acquiring certain skills and strategies;
“[effective teaching] is a deliberate philosophical and ethical code of conduct” (Larrivee, 2000,
p. 249). Similarly, Harris (1998, p. 179) emphasises that “effective teaching is linked to
reflection, enquiry and continuous professional development and growth”. The purpose of

reflection, according to Dewey (cited in Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016) is to understand one’s



experiences, lead to an individual’s growth, and in turn a democratic society’s overall growth

as well.

Many studies have highlighted that reflection is considered a crucial aspect of teacher thinking
and is a fundamental goal and essential aspect of any teacher education programme (Zeichner
and Liston, 1987; Korkko, Kyro-Ammala and Turunen, 2016; Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016).
Ghaye (2011) and Korkko, Kyro-Ammala and Turunen (2016) have noted that when trainee
teachers engage in reflection, it helps them to develop their practice-related theories used in the
classroom. This helps them to engage in learning how to teach instead of waiting passively to
be told what to do as a teacher (Freese, 1999). Reflection means taking responsibility for one’s
professional development and growth (Zeichner and Liston, 1996). Given the positive role of
reflection, facilitating it is a vital aspect of teacher education, especially for trainee teachers
who come to the classroom with limited epistemological views and usually seek to find the
right solution for their issues without experience of the importance of reflective thinking (Yost,

Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000).

However, the relevant literature also reports that reflection not easy (Dewey, 1933; Francis,
1995; Rogers, 2001). Moreover, engaging with reflection may not always be seen as a pleasant
experience for trainee teachers, especially for those concerned about their grades. Reflection
may thus conflict with the nature of assessment (Roberts, 1998), and it is therefore the tutor’s
role to provide and maintain a secure atmosphere by giving the trainee teachers enough time
and support, especially in the early stages of a programme (Francis, 1995; Hobbs, 2007; Husu,
Toom, and Patrikainen, 2008).

Providing trainee teachers with a combination of support to meet their unique individual needs
is crucial (Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). This might include, for example, adopting
writing journals as an approach to facilitate reflection, an approach adopted by many scholars
(e.g. Bain et al., 1999; Lee, 2007; Loughran, 1996; Tan, 2013). However, adopting written
journals alone without providing trainee teachers with the means of reflecting on the writing
process results in a more superficial, descriptive level of reflection (Rogers, 2001; Hourani,
2013).

Since the development of information and communications technology (ICT), teachers’

supervisors have been given an enormous number of technological tools that can be used to



support pre-service teachers’ development, both philosophically and practically (Makinster et
al., 2006; Brooke, 2014; Hou, 2015; Weber et al., 2018).

Technology can offer teachers a new avenue to promote their learning because it can provide
them with a chance to take part in communication channels that are independent of time and
place (Borko, Whitcomb and Liston, 2009; Thomas, 2009; Rienties, Brouwer and Lygo-Baker,
2013) and can also offer them a chance to share teaching resources (Borko, Whitcomb and
Liston, 2009). Thus, through the use of technology, pre-service teachers may deepen their
reflection, which would further support them during their field experience (Lai and Calandra,
2010; Kori et al., 2014).

The literature demonstrates that the use of online predefined guidance or prompt questions to
provide the participants with a structure for their reflection seems to help them to develop their
self-reflection (Lai and Calandra, 2010; Kori et al., 2014). Furthermore, receiving online
feedback from experts was found to be crucial to fostering the participants’ reflective thinking
when using technology as a means of reflection (Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Deng and
Yuen, 2011; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012; Kori et al., 2014).

The use of technology is important when considering that the current generation is very
accustomed to the use of technology and that they consider it a way of life (Murati and Ceka,
2017). For example, Yang (2009) stated that two-thirds of the participants in his study reported
a positive attitude towards their experience when using technology as a means of reflection.
Participants in Yang’s study actively engaged in an online discussion about teaching theories
and their implications via the use of blogs. Daniil (2013) also found that using “Videopapers”,
particularly the link between text and videos, helped two groups of student teachers to explore
and analyse their teaching practice on a deeper level. Moreover, a study conducted by Deng
and Yuen (2011) implemented a certain framework that involved individuals and social
diminutions, and found that the use of individuals’ blogs promoted participants’ reflective
thinking, while the collective blog was mostly used to gain social support. They also found that
reflection was triggered when reading each other’s blogs. Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (20009,
p. 259) found blogs useful as a tool to record the participants’ reflective thinking and for their
professional development as teachers. In fact, the participants were classified into two types —
reluctant bloggers and frequent bloggers — the first wrote on a descriptive level and the latter
were able to develop their reflection and write at a critical level of reflection (Hramiak, Boulton
and Irwin, 2009; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012).

3



The aim of this research is to explore Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences when engaging
with writing their online reflective journals (RJs) as a method of learning and to explore whether
the use of such an approach could prompt their reflective thinking. A further aim is to explore
their supervisors’ perspective on the use of electronic RJs by Saudi pre-service teachers as a

method of professional and personal development.

1.2 Significance of the study

Field experience is considered, from a trainee teachers perspective, an important part of teacher
education programme (Al-barakat and Al-hassan, 2012). It should provide pre-service teachers
with a chance to put their knowledge and theory into practice in a real classroom environment
and enables them to generate new knowledge based on their theoretical knowledge and
experience (Korthagen, 2001; Shoffner, 2008; Korkko, Kyro-Ammala and Turunen, 2016).

It also literally allows them to ‘practice’ the knowledge and skills that they have learned to
practice being a teacher, so that they develop authentically. In order to maximise the potential
of field experience, student teachers should play an active role in their learning by reflecting
deeply on their practice, if they seek to acquire the “practical wisdom” of their practicum, rather
than being limited to mastering the technical aspects of their teaching experience (Cochran-
Smith and Lytle, 1999; Korthagen, 2001). By doing so, pre-service teachers are more likely to
be capable of analysing, evaluating, and improving on their teaching practice independently in
the future and being able to adapt to changes in the external environment, which are frequent

in teaching in all cultures and countries.

However, in the Saudi context, the supervision model in teacher preparation programmes
remains traditional and it does not encourage student teachers to think or reflect on their practice
(Kabli, 1999; Al-Zarah, 2008; Al-jadidi, 2012). Al-jadidi (2012) found that student teachers
tend to avoid questioning existing theories, knowledge or other people’s experiences, and as a
result they tend to adopt generalisations regarding children’s development and learning. Indeed,
it is found that there is a gap between students’ theoretical courses and practice in the field
experience, which is why pre-service students find it challenging to implement their theoretical
knowledge in the actual classroom (Al-Zarah, 2008; Alsharif and Atweh, 2010; Hamdan, 2015).
Thereby there have been many calls for the authorities concerning the urgent need to improve
teacher training (Kabli, 1999; Al-Zarah, 2008; Al-jadidi, 2012; Hamdan, 2015).



Meanwhile, recently there have been many changes in the Saudi context with Saudi Vision
2030 — the Ministry of Education (MOE) has announced a call for new teacher education
programmes, to be planned and implemented with the aim of providing better quality
programmes (Improving teacher preparation programs, 2019). Thus, this study is important as
it provides the Ministry of Education with an insight into the importance of engaging student
teachers with reflection, to help them play an active role in their learning. This is valuable as it
has been found that the majority of pre-service teachers find it challenging to make appropriate
decisions regarding problematic situations (White, 2000; Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey,
2000). Therefore, encouraging and helping them to reflect on the complexity of the actual
classroom would help them to move beyond their narrow views so as to think critically and
identify the rationale for alternative solutions to address their teaching practice issues (Yost,

Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000).

While a large number of studies have been conducted in developed countries such as in the
USA, Australia and the UK, as they started to implement reflection in teaching two decades
ago (Bain et al., 1999; Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999; Freese, 1999; Hamlin, 2004; Meierdirk,
2016), reflective thinking seems to be an uncommon approach in some developing countries.

In fact, the literature contains very few studies on reflection in the Arab countries.

For example, one study which did take place — in Yemen and Saudi Arabia (Al-Ahdal and Al-
Awaid, 2014) — was conducted in the United Arab Emirates (Hourani, 2013). A small number
of studies have been conducted in the Saudi context, such as that by Alrumaih (2016), who
conducted her study within pre-service teachers (without the use of technology). The other
studies have focused on investigating teacher reflection (e.g. Almazrawi, 2014; Shukri and
Studies, 2014; Sibahi, 2016). But Sibahi's (2016) study could not represent the reality of
whether Saudi participants engaged with reflection because all the participants were non-Saudis
(the majority were from the USA) and working as English teachers. Almazrawi (2014), on the
other hand, found evidence that Saudi teachers lack engagement with reflection. Indeed, the
results of Almazrawi’s (2014) study encouraged me to conduct this study to attempt to improve
the current education system by introducing reflective thinking within teacher education

programmes in Saudi Arabia.

Indeed, from my previous experience of working as a teacher for two years in private and public
high schools, I noticed that the main focus of teacher training workshops in the Saudi context

is on improving technical aspects of teaching. Consequently, teachers lose the opportunity to
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grow professionally when ignoring the importance of training teachers in how to reflect, how
to think critically on their practice in order to improve it, and how to develop high ability in

decision-making to address their teaching issues effectively.

With regard to pre-service teachers, it has also been found that within the complexity of field
experience, trainee teachers tend to cope to varying degrees with the difficulties and
complexities of decision-making (Orr, 2012). They are usually able to cope with regular work
and simple modifications and responses to a variety of classroom circumstances. In such cases,
however, pre-service teachers miss the essence of teaching practice, which is being analytical
and reflective (Jones, Jenkin and Lord, 2006, in Hourani, 2013).This is why the traditional
practicum has been criticised due to the passive role of student teachers (Zeichner, 1990), who
often have to wait for simple feedback from their supervisors without being encouraged to think
critically about their practice. Thus, it is the supervisor’s responsibility to inspire pre-service
teachers with the appropriate professional experience to enable them to reflect on their practice
critically, given that the “teachers of the future must have the intellectual, moral, and critical
thinking ability to meet the challenges of 21st-century schools” (Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-
Bailey, 2000, p. 39).

It has been suggested by some researchers in the Saudi context that in order to help pre-service
teachers build their knowledge in practice, there is a need to establish a partnership between
universities and schools (Kabli, 1999; Al-Zarah, 2008). This practical solution has been
implemented in the UK and a number of other countries, in which the universities and schools
work together with the aim of increasing the quality of teacher training programmes (Al-Zarah,
2008). However, such a suggestion cannot be implemented easily in Saudi Arabia because
official policies would need to be changed and budgets redistributed, which is at present an

unrealistic solution.

The other suggestion is to provide pre-service teachers with a chance to learn before being
placed in a real school by implementing micro-teaching (Al-Zarah, 2008), which would help
them to practice teaching in a safe environment to help them put their theoretical knowledge
into practice. Furthermore, such an approach would be valuable because students would be able
to observe each other’s practice and they would be able to give and receive feedback (Mergler
and Tangen, 2010). However, this solution would be implemented in an artificial environment,
which would not provide trainee students with the real experience of the complexity of teaching

in an actual classroom (Spelman and John-Brooks, 1972). Furthermore, implementing this
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solution with only a small number of pupils to make it similar to reality is currently impossible
because it is expensive and requires policy change, which is also an unrealistic solution at

present.

In this study, it is argued that in order to prepare pre-service teachers to become accomplished
teachers, they have to be encouraged to play an active role in their learning by reflecting on
their practice at a deeper level (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999; Korthagen, 2001). This would
promote their understanding of their profession (Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala, 2016) and
help them to build their ability to make wise decisions. Thus “teacher educators need to prepare
teachers not as followers, drawn along, but as leaders, as professionals who are thoughtful,
reflective, inquiring, self-directed, and active participants in goal setting and decision making”
(Schulz, 2005, p. 149).

The aim of this study is to explore Saudi school pre-service teachers’ experience when using
technology — namely electronic blogs — to promote the reflection process, to help them to

understand their work as teachers and to interact with other teachers.

1.3 The nature of this thesis

This study explores Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences and their supervisors’ perspectives
when using technology to foster the reflection process. Twelve elementary pre-service teachers
and their supervisors at the AU, in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, were selected using

convenience sampling.

This research is original, as to my knowledge it is the first study on reflective practice with
technology in the Saudi context. Furthermore, the design of the blog is novel in relation to the
adoption of theory—practice links alongside the main blogging area for participants. The main
blog presents some instructions and guidelines (including the use of videos) on how to reflect
critically, and it also contains several links on teaching theories. The main blog has 12
embedded personal blogs for pre-service teachers to reflect regularly on their practice. This
design should help pre-service teachers to read and to interact with each other and with their

supervisors, as well as to gain some tips on how to reflect at a complex level.



The current study has three purposes:

1. To explore Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences when engaging with reflective
thinking frameworks;

2. Toexplore whether electronic reflective journals can promote reflective practice among
Saudi pre-service teachers;

3. To explore supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective journals by

Saudi pre-service teachers as a method of professional and personal learning.

This study explores five research questions:

1. To what extent do Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on their practice in this context?

2. What are Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes and orientations towards using reflective
journals as a method of learning?

3. What do Saudi pre-service teachers see as impedimentary and disincentive factors
which limit the use of electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within their
field experience?

4. What do Saudi pre-service teachers believe to be the affordances and facilitatory factors
for using electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within their field
experience?

5. What are educational supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective

journals as a method of learning?

Figure 1.1 is a visual represention of how the research questions addressed the three main
research purposes. Figure 1.2 is a visual represention which presents the entire study in terms
of showing the relatioship between the reserch purposes, the research questions, the data

sources and the conceptual content.



pp— 1. To explore Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences when
engaging with reflective thinking frameworks.

2. To explore whether electronic reflective journals can
promote reflective practice among Saudi pre-service
teachers.

3. To explore supervisors’ perspectives on the use of _—
electronic reflective journals by Saudi pre-service teachers
as a method of professional and personal learning.

1. To what extent do Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on their
practice in this context?

2. What are Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes and
orientations towards using reflective journals as a method of
learning?

3. What do Saudi pre-service teachers see as impedimentary
and disincentive factors which limit the use of electronic
— reflective journals as a method of learning within their field

experience?

4. What do Saudi pre-service teachers believe to be the
affordances and facilitatory factors for using electronic
——— reflective journals as a method of learning within their field

experience?

5. What are educational supervisors’ perspectives on the use of
electronic reflective journals as a method of learning?

Figurel.1l: Representation of how the research questions address the three main research
purposes
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e Observing the individuals’ blogs

e Reflecting on the reflection

Figurel. 2: Visual representation of the entire study




1.4 Defining the terms used in this thesis

Saudi pre-service teachers/trainee teachers/student teachers: Students in their last semester
of the fourth academic year who are going to graduate as teachers with a bachelor’s degree
from the college of education after passing the teaching placement requirement. All the
participants in this study are in the field of the junior primary classes teacher programme. The

three terms are used interchangeably and have exactly the same meaning.

Supervisors/educators/tutor/lecturers: In this study, these terms refer to the academic
members who are qualified and authorised to supervise pre-service teachers in their practicum.
Their role is to encourage participants to develop their teaching skills, provide the trainee
teachers with expectations and instructions as well as determine pre-service teachers’ grades,
and in this research, they also have the role of providing pre-service teachers with online

feedback regarding their reflections.

Practicum/fieldwork experience: The course (in the last semester of their study) in which the
participants are placed in groups in different schools to engage with practical knowledge and

practice teaching in schools.

School teacher/class teachers: In this study, there are three types of “school teacher”: first,
those who provide participants with online feedback (see Table 3.4); second, any teachers in
the participants’ school placements, as trainee teachers sometimes interact with them to discuss
their issues; and finally, the teachers in the school that are expected to monitor and help pre-
service teachers during their school placement (although in practice the majority of them are

unsupportive in playing their role).

1.5 Organisation of the thesis

This thesis is composed of six chapters. Chapter One presents the background to the research
as well as an overview of the purposes of the study, the research questions and the significance
of the study. Chapter Two provides a literature review on the following concepts: reflective
thinking, reflection and professional development, pre-service teachers and reflective thinking,
discussing some issues regarding reflection in teacher education, facilitating reflective thinking,
the impact of technology on teachers’ learning and finally the use of technology to influence
reflection in teacher learning. Chapter Three presents the theoretical framework and the
methodological approach, the research design in practice, the data analysis procedures and the

ethical considerations. Chapter Four presents an analysis of the research findings. Chapter Five
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comprises a discussion of the emergent themes from the data analysis and a practical framework
that represents the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences during the journey of engaging with
reflective thinking. The final chapter contains the conclusions and discusses the implications of

the research as well as offering suggestions for further research work in the relevant field.
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Chapter2: Literature Review

This chapter provides a literature review of the concept of reflection and discusses in particular
Dewey’s theory of reflection and the adopted reflection models in this study. It is also
highlighted why reflection is important within teaching practice, teachers’ professional
development and teachers’ education. It raises some crucial issues that should be considered
when trainee teachers engage with reflection. Facilitating reflective thinking is also discussed
in this chapter. Finally, this chapter reviews the literature related to the use of technology to
promote teachers’ learning in general, then it discusses, more specifically, the use of technology

to prompt reflective thinking.

2.1 Why is reflection important in teaching practice?

Teaching is complex, unpredictable, context specific and messy in its nature (Korthagen, 2001,
Schulz, 2005; Finlay, 2008; Hagevik, Aydeniz and Rowell, 2012; Rodgers and Laboskey,
2016). Dealing with the uncertainty of professional practice involves continuous decision-
making, thus teaching is a highly intellectual process (Schulz, 2005). Rodgers and Laboskey
(2016, p. 71) stated, in this regard, that reflection “is the only way in which we can deal with
the complex, unique, and on-going dilemmas that constitute our work [of teaching]”.
Reflection, according to Zeichner and Liston (1996, p. 4), can be seen as “a reaction against the
view of teachers as technicians who have narrowly construed the nature of the problems

confronting them and merely carry out what others [...] want them to do”.

Engaging with reflection helps us to understand the link between what we are currently doing
and how we can improve our professional practice, in which new insights and understandings
will be developed as a result of engaging with reflection (Ghaye, 2011). As teaching is an
ongoing learning process, teachers have to continue learning and reflecting to develop their
insight and perceptual knowledge in order to develop professionally. In fact, Dewey emphasises
that one cannot grow without engaging with reflecting on their experience (Dewey in Rodgers
and Laboskey, 2016), thereby, reflection according to Calderhead and Gates (1993, p. 1) is “a

crucial element in the professional growth of teachers”.

Thus, fostering critical reflection for teachers is vital from the beginning of their teaching
journey (Korthagen, 2001), as reflection seems to be essential in preparing pre-service teachers
for their future careers (Zeichner and Liston, 1987). This is true if the goal of the field

experience is to develop students into good teachers, rather than treating them as collectors of
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conceptual knowledge. Hatton and Smith (1995, p. 46) articulated that “teaching is a moral
business concerned with means and ends”. Thus engaging with reflection iS more important
nowadays to meet the challenges associated with the current milieu as the “teachers of the future
must have the intellectual, moral, and critical thinking abilities to meet the challenges of 21st-

century schools” (Yost, Sentner, and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000, p. 39).

In fact, reflection helps to fill the gap between theory and practice of trainee teachers’
knowledge as both theory and practice are essential in teaching practice, in that they
complement each other. In this regard, Korthagen (2001) classifies knowledge into two types:
“episteme” and “phronesis”. The former can be characterised as objective and abstract; it is
considered as a part of theory. It is believed that this kind of knowledge is fixed, has a true
objective, cannot be affected by emotion, and that one can apply this kind of knowledge in
many situations. The second type of knowledge, “phronesis”, is not theoretical and is unfixed,
and is related mainly to specific and concrete details of cases. In this type of knowledge, there
are no specific rules to solve problems because of the complexity of teaching and learning. This
type of knowledge needs more than theories, articles, and books; it needs “concrete situations
to be perceived, experience to be had, persons to be met, plans to be exerted and their

consequences to be reflected on” (Korthagen, 2001, p. 29).

According to Korthagen (2001), filling the gap between theory and practice from the
“episteme” perspective is important, and can be done by conducting discussions and arguments
between teacher educators and pre-service teachers. However, the “phronesis” perspective is
more important when preparing student teachers for their future career. The role of student
teachers’ educators in terms of “phronesis” is not to establish general rules to solve problems;
their role is instead to encourage students to reflect systemically on their practice to help them
explore situations and refine their perception to obtain practical wisdom in which the student
will be able to make their tacit knowledge explicit (Korthagen, 2001). As within the complexity
of professional experience placements, there is a large amount of embedded knowledge that

needs to be recognised and learned (Korthagen, 2001).

When trainee teachers learn how to engage with reflective inquiry and learn the embedded
reflection skills, they would in return teach their students such types of intellectual thinking via
inquiries in which meaningful learning occurs (Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). In fact, reflection
should not be limited to being adopted as a means of learning within students but rather it should

be the orientation of all society members, to be considered during their interactions so as to
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avoid the bias resulting from spontaneous judgements (Kahneman, 2011; Nisbett and Ross,
1980; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974, in Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016). The next section will
discuss the meaning of reflection and clarify and emphasise the meaning that has been adopted

in this study.

2.2 What is the meaning of reflection?

When examining the literature, one notices the various meanings and definitions offered for the
concept “reflection” (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Freese, 1999). In this regard, Hatton and
Smith (1995, p. 33) reported that reflection is “ill-defined” and has been “used rather loosely to
embrace a wide range of concepts and strategies”. These definitions will vary, depending on
the framework of the researcher (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Moon, 2004). The lack of
definition for reflection makes achieving it difficult (Rodgers, 2002). Moon (2004) stated that
the common use of the concept of reflection implicates “a form of mental processing with a
purpose and/or an anticipated outcome that is applied to relatively complicated or unstructured

ideas for which there is not an obvious solution” (p. 4).

Moon emphasises that reflection by itself has one meaning, while the difference in meanings
concerns the way that these meanings are guided or applied (Moon, 2004). Despite having many
conceptual meanings of reflection, there is an agreement on the importance of being involved
in careful and active examination of one’s thoughts to develop professionally (Freese, 1999).
Ghaye (2011) stated that an individual can gain new understandings and insights when
engaging with reflection, which will, in turn, help to improve their action. This implies
that there is a clear link between reflection and practice. Figure 2.1 illustrates the

relationship between reflection and practice.

Subsequent reflection shapes
contextual decision makina

>

Reflection Practice

R—>

Analysis of incidents in practice
develops into different elements of
reflection
Figure 2.1: The link between reflection and practice (Ghaye, 2011, p. 1)
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In fact, some researchers argue that in order to be clear about the meaning of reflection, there
is a need to distinguish between the nature of the reflection process and the reflection content
or purpose (La Boskey, 1994 and Valli, 1993 in Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002).

With regard to the reflection content, Bain mentions that there is a debate as to whether the
aim of reflective practice should be mainly on moral and ethical issues and thus should be on
the third level of Van Manen’s categories of reflection, which is considered a critical level of
reflection, or the focus should be on the current contextual issues and the orientation adopted
by LaBoskey (1994). Here, Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002) adopted the second orientation by
encouraging practitioners to focus on their current incidents and over time this would lead to

consideration of the ethical and moral issues of education.

Some scholars go further to explain dimensions of reflection. Finlay (2008), in this regard,
stated that there are three dimensions of reflection which are: reflection, critical reflection and
reflexivity. The first stage of reflection is reached when the trainee teacher reflects and
evaluates their own lesson. The second dimension is reflective practice in which trainee
teachers consider the impact of the social field by considering the role of both the powers and
the surrounding social field to understand their situation. In the third dimension, reflexivity
occurs when trainee teachers reflect on their identity and how they reconstruct within their
changed environment (Meierdirk, 2016b, 2016a).

With regards to the process or the type of reflection, reflective thinking according to Dewey
addresses practical problems, allowing for perplexity and doubt before reaching the solution
(Hatton and Smith, 1995; Zeichner and Liston, 1996) and then he suggested a sequence of
cognitive steps to address the incidents faced (See Section 2.3 for more details about Dewey’s
theory). In fact, Dewey identifies the differences between action that is spontaneous, which is
obtained from authority or tradition, and action based on reflection (Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002; Hatton and Smith, 1995). His definition of reflective thinking represented this meaning
when he articulated that “reflection is an active, persistent, and careful consideration of any
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it, and the further
conclusions to which it leads” (Dewey, 1933, p. 6).

For Schon (1983, 1987), “reflection involves some form of experimentation, in which

practitioners constantly interpret situations by means of problem-setting and problem-solving,
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[it is] a process [that] can lead to a reframing of the situation” (cited in Korthagen and Wubbels,
1995, p. 52). In fact, Schon emphasises the importance of the time and context in which

reflection occurs (Freese, 1999).

According to Schon (1983), there are two main forms of reflection:
- “Reflection-in-action” concerns thinking and dealing with on-the-spot professional
issues that occur in the midst of the action;
- “Reflection-on-action” involves recalling teaching events after the class, and giving
reasons about why they occurred.
(cited in Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Moon, 2013)

The concept “reflection-in-action” is contentious, given that the ability of professionals to
change their direction or “think on their feet” in certain situations or circumstances seems to
occur naturally with teachers in their classrooms, and this suggests that one can think about
their practice and take action while they are teaching (Schon, 1983; Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002). The second concept, “reflection-on-action”, is similar to Dewey’s description of the
process of reflection. However, Schon associated “reflection-on-action” with the process of
design (analysing the problem), redesign (reframing the problem), and taking action as a
possible solution to the problem (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002). Schon has been criticised for
focusing on individual practice in the classroom without giving enough consideration to the

social conditions that affect their practice (Zeichner and Liston, 1996).

Ghaye (2011) added and described two concepts related to reflection: “reflection-for-action”
and “reflection-with-action”. The former concerns the ability to set up a plan to improve or
change a situation or action, while the latter entails conscious action when doing something by
acting alone or collaboratively with a group to develop one’s understandings or skills. Figure
2.2 explains the type of reflection based on the relevant literature (Schon, 1983; Ghaye, 2011).
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Figure 2.2: Types of reflection

Meanwhile, taking responsibility for one’s actions is considered a significant part of reflection.
Ross stated in Korthagen and Wubbels (1995, p. 52) that “reflection is a way of thinking about
educational matters [that] involves the ability to make rational choices and assume
responsibility for those choices”. Further, Zeichner and Liston (1996) emphasise that taking
responsibility for teachers’ own professional development is a significant part of being a

reflective teacher.

In this study, | focused on reflection-on-action rather than reflection-in-action, in which such
reflection occurs after teaching and not within teaching. | have chosen this kind of reflection
because it is more appropriate for pre-service teachers in the context of my study. This is
because the literature shows that reflecting at a complex level can be challenging for pre-service
teachers, as they do not have the sufficient teaching experience yet to be able to think
intellectually about their practice (Gelfuso and Dennis, 2014; Hatton and Smith, 1995). Thus
in order to help them to reflect on a deeper level, trainee teachers need more time, opportunity
and support during their journey to reflect on their practice (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Bain
et al., 1999; Callens and Elen, 2011; Hamlin, 2004; Kaasila and Lauriala, 2012; Orland-Barak
and Yinon, 2007; Tan, 2013).

Enhancing pre-service teachers’ reflection-in-action is usually viewed as a social practice

approach in which teacher educators and trainee teachers engage in modelling and reflecting

explicitly about their teaching (Freese, 1999). This means that adopting reflection-in-action in
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this study would involve monitoring and being with them during their school placements and
engaging with them in informal conversations after the lessons in order to let them analyse their
own teaching and explore their reflection in the context of the actual teaching practice. This
solution seems inappropriate at the AU, however, since the supervisors cannot attend all pre-
service teaching classes as they have their own teaching responsibilities and they usually

supervise many other students during the semester.

Therefore, adopting reflection-on-action is more suitable for this study as reflection-on-action
can be fostered through the use of technology and “e-reflective journals”, which means that
pre-service teachers can be helped to write reflectively, which would help them to develop their
reflective writing ability (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002). This study adopted reflection on-with-
for practice as journal blogs were employed as a means to provide pre-service teachers with
continual feedback from their supervisors, teachers and their peers to help them understand the
complexity of teaching and to develop their reflective ability during their field experience to be

able to plan their future action and learning.

2.3 Dewey’s theory of reflection

In this research I used Dewey’s theory of reflection as a part of the research theoretical
framework (see Figure 3.2), therefore 1 am now going to explain it in more detail. Dewey is
considered as a key author who has influenced the way in which the term “reflection” is viewed.
In his book How We Think, according to Rodgers (2002), Dewey stated that there are various
types of thoughts such as imagination, belief, and consciousness, but he focused more on
reflection. Reflection according to Dewey involves “turning a subject over in the mind and
giving it serious and conductive consideration”, thereby enabling us “to act in deliberate and

intentional fashion” (Dewey, 1933, in Freese, 1999, p. 869).

Rodgers (2002) outlined four criteria that characterise Dewey’s concept of reflection (2002, p.
845):

1. Reflection is a meaning-making process that moves a learner from one experience into
the next with deeper understanding of its relationships with and connections to other
experiences and ideas. It is the thread that makes continuity of learning possible, and
ensures the progress of the individual and, ultimately, society. It is a means to essentially
moral ends;

2. Reflection is a systematic, rigorous, disciplined way of thinking, with its roots in
scientific inquiry;

19



3. Reflection needs to happen in community, in interaction with others;
4. Reflection requires attitudes that value the personal and intellectual growth of oneself

and of others.

According to Dewey, learning is based mainly on experience. However, not all experiences are
fruitful, some of them are mis-educative experiences, particularly when they lead to routine
action when one acts without awareness about their action which may affect others. In contrast,
an educative experience leads to intelligent action (Rodgers, 2002). Thus, John Dewey
distinguished between two types of actions: the routine action and action based on reflection.
He argued that one should question the existing definition of reality in schools or the “collective
codes” which are based on impulse, tradition and authority that are taken for granted to inform
school teachers’ practice (Zeichner and Liston, 1996). However, this does not mean that
teachers should reflect on all aspects of their daily teaching practice all the time, but rather,
Dewey argues that one should find “a balance between reflection and routine, between thought
and action” (Zeichner and Liston, 1996, p. 12). In this regard, Gelfuso and Dennis (2014)
highlighted the importance of considering “analysis” and “synthesis” in Dewey’s theory when
they stated that analysis refers to the importance of considering particular aspects of one’s

experience, while synthesis is about considering the context of the chosen issue.

The purpose of reflection in Dewey’s theory is to understand one’s experience which leads to
one’s growth and to a democratic society growth as well (Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016).
Dewey proposed that reflection involves several phases which are the following:
“(1) ‘perplexity, confusion and doubt’ due to the nature of the situation in which one finds
oneself; (2) ‘conjectural anticipation and tentative interpretation’ of given elements or meanings
of the situation and their possible consequences; (3) ‘examination, inspection, exploration,
analysis of all attainable considerations’; which may define and clarify a problem with which
one is confronted; (4) ‘elaboration of the tentative hypothesis suggestions’; and (5) deciding on
‘a plan of action’ or ‘doing something’ about a desired result” (Dewey, 1973, pp. 494-506, in
Ghaye, 2011, p. 27).

Dewey considers judgement to be a crucial part of reflection, and he explained the meaning of
judgement when he stated the following: “To be a good judge is to have a sense of the relative
indicative or signifying values of the various features of the perplexing situation; to know what
to let go as of no account; what to eliminate as irrelevant;, what to retain as conducive to

outcome; what to emphasise as a clue to the difficulty” (Dewey, 1933, p. 123).

20



Gelfuso and Dennis emphasise, after revising Dewey’s literature (1933, 1938, 1986), that
reflection should be supported within teacher education, to create the “warranted assertability”,
which refers to a smooth transition to help trainee teachers to move from the analysing stage to

the synthesising stage of thinking (Gelfuso and Dennis, 2014; Gelfuso, 2016).

Reflection, in fact, is about making meaning of experience. In this regard, Rodgers (2002, p.
848) stated the following:

The function of reflection is to make meaning: to formulate the
“relationships and continuities” among the elements of experience, between
that experience and other experience, between that experience and the
knowledge that one carries, and between that knowledge and the knowledge
produced by thinkers other than oneself.

Thus to make meaning of experience in Bain’s model, one has to utilise the reasoning
component in which a thoughtful consideration and explanation emerge regarding the factors
that could explain the incidents and the inter-relationship between these factors to reach the
reconstructing component of reflection when one develops their understanding to reconstruct

their future action or reform their professional understanding (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002).

Meanwhile, although Dewey’s theory of reflection is based mainly on cognitive processes, he
believes that there are some essential attitudes such as open-mindedness, whole-heartedness
and responsibility which enable one to engage with the reflection process (Bain, Ballantyne, et
al., 2002). Refining these attitudes is vital within teachers’ education programme (Loughran,
1996, p. 5). See Table 2.1 for more details about the meaning of each attitude based on Dewey
(1933, cited in Rodgers, 2002).
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Personal attitude

The meaning of each attitude

Whole-Heartedness

It is about holding enthusiasm for one’s subject matter, which
includes the content, the learners’ learning and the teacher’s teaching
that affects pupils’ learning. Without the enthusiasm one has no

energy to engage with reflection about their practice.

Directness

Observing oneself without being anxious about others’ judgements
and to be free from preoccupation by engaging with “self-
absorption” with “forgetting oneself” to reach a “self-awareness”

regarding one’s practice.

Open-Mindedness

Being open to other ways of understanding and being able to
acknowledge one’s own limitations. This does not mean accepting
all ideas without critique, as Dewey emphasises the importance of
acting “hospitably” to the new way of understanding and being
“playful” by releasing the mind to play around and over the new

ideas and not clinging strongly to our own ideas.

Responsibility

This helps us to link the whole-heartedness, directness and open-
mindedness to reality and should lead to action. It is also about
admitting that meaning-making is related to our view of the world
and that we might need to change that view and our participation in

the world.

Readiness

All the above four attitudes are constituents of readiness which is

needed to engage with reflection.

Table 2.1: Reflection as a set of attitudes (Dewey, 1933 cited in Rodgers, 2002)

| adopted Dewey’s theory because I am interested in influencing trainee teachers

% <¢

reflection

on action” rather than being “reflective in action”, in which reflection occurs “off-line”, before

and after the teaching experience (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002). Writing their reflection

involved also “reflection-for-action” as it involved planning for the future action, furthermore

the “reflection with others” takes place in this study as reflection at a deep level needs to occur

within the community when one interacts with others (Dewey in Rodgers, 2002). | asked trainee

teachers to write online journals based on Bain’s model of reflection which is based on a

cognitive process of thinking, similar to Dewey but in a more fixable and nonlinear sequence
(Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002).
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The process of reflection begins when one experiences some difficulty or issue that cannot be
resolved immediately; this kind of reflection needs one to step back to think and analyse their
experience and take more time to analyse and hypothesise the reasons for the incidents
(Zeichner and Liston, 1996). When a trainee teacher has a feeling of uncertainty, reflection
starts by reporting, suggesting the immediate reasons by giving tentative interpretation, then
they have to think deeply to relate and link the issue to the relevant literature or one’s personal
knowledge. They need to hypothesise and expect the action result, then examine, analyse and
highlight in detail the reasons underlining the incidents and the interrelationships between other
alternative reasons to explain and solve the incidents, then finally reconstruct the meaning to
implement the “intelligent action” (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Dewey, 1933; Rodgers, 2002;
Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016).

2.4 Reflection and professional development

Dewey emphasises that learning from experience by reflecting leads to one’s growth (Rodgers
and Laboskey, 2016). In fact, reflective thinking is considered a vital approach to deal with the
complexity involved in teaching and other caring professions (Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016).
It can help teachers come to a novel understanding of their own practice, when exploring and
reflecting on knowledge embedded in practice (Bound, Keogh, and Walker, 2013; Cochran-
Smith and Lytle, 1999; Ghaye, 2011). This takes place in ongoing actions in which individuals
learn, with the support of experts, how to choose between various strategies, make wise
decisions, and think intellectually when reasoning, in order to improve their teaching (Cochran-
Smith and Lytle, 1999).

It is essential to note that reflection is not a goal in and of itself; rather, it is a way in which

teachers can learn from their practice. Rodgers (2002, p. 863) stated that:

Reflection is not an end in itself but a tool or vehicle used in transformation
of raw experience into meaning-filled theory that is grounded in experience,
informed by existing theory, and serves the larger purpose of the moral
growth of individual and society.

The significant difference between the reflective practitioner teachers and technical teachers
when facing any teaching incidents is that the latter is limited to their fixed assumptions without
questioning them; these teachers usually tend to blame students rather than taking the

responsibility in their role as teacher. On the other hand, the reflective practitioners tend to
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consider the relevant context, they question their assumptions, values and the goals that are

embedded in their chosen solutions (Zeichner and Liston, 1996).

Teachers should be able to consider their situation from multiple perspectives, to think about
the rationale of their implied solutions, to widen their horizons by considering the moral,
political and social context of their incidents, all of which would not only contribute to making
a cognitive change on a personal level but it ultimately would help to make available change in
their schools (Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). Thus, reflection is seen as a process
that helps to fill the gap between theory and practice (Korthagen, 2001). This is because it helps
teachers over time to make explicit their tacit knowledge embedded in real experience
(Korthagen, 2001).

Zulfikar and Mujiburrahman (2018) stated that most in-service teachers who adopted RJs as a
means of reflection helped them to engage with reflection and to increase their teaching
awareness and thereby their teaching performance. Reflection also enables trainee teachers to
obtain a new understanding and insight from current practice in order to improve it (Ghaye,
2011). However, Suzuki (2013) found that engaging with reflection was more effective for
novice teachers than experienced teachers. This is because novice teachers tend to engage with
reflection to sharpen and develop their professional identity and professional knowledge at the
beginning of their teaching journey while expert teachers reflect within their “comfortable
zone” (Suzuki, 2013).

2.5 Pre-service teachers and reflective practice

Some studies, such as Hatton and Smith (1995), claim that adopting reflection within pre-
service teachers’ field experience could be challenging, because they believe that one can
engage critically with their practice when they have enough experience; this is why pre-service
teachers benefit far less from such an approach as they do not have sufficient practical
knowledge. On the other hand, a number of other studies have found that pre-service teachers
can learn how to reflect deeply during their practicum (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Bain et
al., 1999; Callens and Elen, 2011; Freese, 1999; Hamlin, 2004; Kaasila and Lauriala, 2012).

In fact, Freese (1999) found that when trainee teachers engage with reflection by using the
framework of Loughran (1995), this provided them with multiple opportunities to learn how to
teach. This included self-evaluation, discussion with experts instead of passively waiting for

advice on what and how to teach. This means that engaging with reflection seems to help trainee

24



teachers to shift their thinking paradigm to positively engage with their learning.

Many scholars believe that “reflective thinking is essential to identifying, analysing, and
solving the complex problems that characterize classroom teaching” (Spalding and Wilson,
2002, p. 1394). In fact, Loughran (1996) articulated that the valuable aspect of engaging with
reflection within teaching and learning is that it encourages individuals to consider their issues

and problems from a different perspective.

Nelson, Miller and Yun (2016) emphasise the importance of providing pre-service teachers
with a chance to reflect, before they are placed in an actual classroom. This could be achieved
by stimulating reflection through the use of some embedded stimuli such as virtual conferences
with teachers. The educators also have to challenge the trainee by providing them with some
new concepts such as “holistic assessment strategies”. The authors believe that even though
this is potentially challenging, it can help them to self-identify teaching challenges and respond

to them on their own before they start working in an actual classroom.

In this context, Loughran (2008, p. 168) stated:

Students of teaching need to see, feel, and experience teaching as problematic
in order to better traverse the very difficulties, dilemmas, problems, issues,
and concerns with which they are confronted in learning about teaching. If
their teacher educators do not teach in ways that make this content available
to them, it seems unavoidable that a “best” or “correct” way of teaching will
stand out as a major subtext on teacher education practices.

Therefore, reflection is considered to be a significant element of pre-service professional
development (Zeichner and Liston, 1987) because learning how to teach is a complex process
(Calderhead, 1987). Reflective practice helps pre-service teachers link between what they do
and how they can develop their practice (Ghaye, 2011). In fact, it was also found by Cohen-
Sayag and Fischl (2012) that there is a positive association between pre-service teachers’ level
of reflection and their teaching practice improvement. Particularly in that student teachers who

reflect deeply achieve higher grades in their field experience.

Engaging with writing RJs gives the trainee teacher a chance to reconsider their experience to
evaluate their learning. Lee (2007), in this regard, implemented a study to influence reflective
thinking via the use of two types of journals, "dialogue journals™ and "response journals".

Participants in the first group have to write a weekly journal (dialogue journal), send it to their
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supervisor and they receive detailed feedback on their journals, by answering their questions,
commenting on the silent aspect of their writing and providing them with further insight into
the raised issues. While the second group who have to write responsive journals have to submit
their journals less frequently, five times during the whole year, and they receive general and
less detailed comments than the dialogue journal group. The study found that both types of
journals provide students with opportunities to develop their reflective thinking, and
participants from the two groups found engaging with this experience to be beneficial. Students
found that writing these journals gave them a chance to apply their experience, value and beliefs

with the aim of evaluating their learning, which helped them to reflect on their practice.

Reflection helps to promote trainee teachers’ understanding and perspectives about their
profession, as Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala (2016) found when trainee teachers engaged in
writing RJs in their portfolio and through the individual and social reflection, with the
continuous feedback and support from different sources. All of which helped the trainee
teachers to enhance their self-knowledge as teachers and contributed to developing their
practical theories. Thus they believe that supporting trainee teachers’ reflective thinking can
help them to develop professionally (Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala, 2016). Tan (2013) also
found that when trainee teachers were given a chance to write their individual journals and
engage with social reflection in groups it would help “to sharpen and target their observations
to build local funds of knowledge bases, e.g. on the students, the school, the community, and at
the same time to critically reflect on their own beliefs and practices, which in turn helped inform

them of their own pedagogic choices and practices in the classroom” (p. 814).

Learning to teach, according to Dewey and Schon (in Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999), should
be achieved through engaging with systematic reflection with the continued supervision of the
teacher educator to facilitate the process of reflection. In fact, this is supported by Cochran-
Smith and Lytle (2001, in Lee, 2007) when they stated that the trainee teachers programme
shifted its focus from being based on the transmission approach to a constructivist approach in
which the role of trainee teachers has dramatically changed to consider and focus on what they
really know instead of what they do, in which they consider their previous knowledge, beliefs

and personal experience while they are learning.

Being a reflective practitioner means taking responsibility for one’s own professional
development (Zeichner and Liston, 1996). Here, Arthur, Davison and Lewis (2005) stated the

following: “Reflective practice is a process that enables a student teacher to develop class-

26



room practice in the short term, and also begins the development of habitual reflection that
subsequently enables the teacher to continue to improve practice throughout his or her career”
(p. 123).

In the next section, | will explain the issues that should be considered regarding reflection in

teacher education.

2.6 Issues regarding reflection in teacher education
When one wants to foster reflection within trainee teachers, there are some crucial issues that

should be considered which are the following:

Understanding the nature of reflection within teacher education

Expecting appositive attitudes from the beginning of the trainee teachers’ experience seems
unrealistic (Francis, 1995). This is because trainee teachers often come with a limited
epistemological view and often seek to find the right answer for their incidents which does not
represent reflective practitioners (Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). Therefore, teacher
educators should anticipate their resistance to engage with reflection (Calderhead, 1987) and
provide them with time and support to create what Francis (1995, p. 240) named “establishing
a commitment to journal writing”, which he explained when he stated the following: “Provision
of contact time, ‘captive audience’ writing and routine collection and reaction to journal
entries within a warm, supportive environment can facilitate commitment” (1995, p. 240).
Francis adopted many approaches and activities to enhance individuals’ reflective thinking,
including, for example, engaging with critical friends to discuss their issues and the use of
“Metaphors” to provide individuals with insights into some ideas that are not explicit and hard
to be considered through the use of direct questions. Francis believes that the attitude and skills
of reflective writing within teacher education should be supported. He found that the adoption
of the sequences of activities, the proposed structure task, and the free writing approach seems

to have a positive impact on the individuals’ reflective thinking.

Moreover, it is also crucial to consider the conflict between the nature of assessment and
reflection. This is because the assessment nature demands accomplishing some external
requirements and it involves disguising one’s weaknesses. However, none of these aspects
contribute to the process and the nature of reflection which concerns one’s need for development
and change (Roberts, 1998).

27



Hobbs also argues that reflective practice “should never be assessed in its early stages [in fact]
Individuals should be given opportunity to gain confidence and awareness in a non-threatening
atmosphere” (Hobbs, 2007, p. 415). This, according to Hobbs (2007), could increase discontent
and negativity among them as well as raise amoral issues of faking reflection in terms of
anticipating what the tutor wanted and writing to him. Thus, Hobbs argued that reflective
practice should be first introduced patiently and slowly within teacher education, thereby, time
and support should be provided for them to gain confidence and awareness in a friendly
atmosphere (Hobbs, 2007; Husu, Toom, and Patrikainen, 2008).

The use of technology to motivate reflection

Using technology could motivate trainee teachers when reflecting on their practice. This is
because the current generation consider technology as a way of life (Murati and Ceka, 2017).
Thus, when planning to encourage reflective writing as an approach of influencing reflective
thinking, as in this study, implementing that on paper sounds unpractical among the current
generation. The use of technology could lead to a more pleasant experience among participants
(Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Yang, 2009; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012; Kori et al.,
2014).

In this regard, Yang (2009, p. 17) conducted a study to enhance reflective thinking and
community of practice among trainee teachers through the use of blogs and found that “nearly
two thirds of the 43 student teachers expressed very positive attitudes toward the use of blogs
as a platform to reflect their learning and teaching”. About half of them articulated that it was
more comfortable for them to challenge each other by commenting on each other’s blogs rather

than engaging with face-to-face discussions (Yang, 2009).

Another study implemented by Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (2009) to investigate the attitude
and perceptions of the use of blogs to support trainee teacher reflective thinking found a positive
attitude among participants regarding the usefulness of blogging which helps them while
thinking about their practice. This could be explained due to the ample opportunities provided
to the participants to develop their reflective writing when receiving their educator’s online
feedback. In fact, the nature of blogging, in general, could also attract trainee teachers to use
blogs as a means of reflection. In this regard, Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht (2004) found
several objectives or aims that motivated individuals to blog. For example, expressing their
opinions to influence others, seeking some feedback or audience opinions, expressing their

feelings via posting their blogs. In fact, Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht also found that the
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presense of others affected the blogger’s thinking while writing their blogs.

A review paper by Kori et al. (2014) stated that the use of technology to enhance reflection in
terms of providing individuals with predefined guidance of reflection and/or providing them
with human interaction via the technology could have a positive impact on individuals’
reflection. The use of predefined guides and prompts gives the structure of individual reflection.
It deepens their thinking and improves self-reflection while interaction with others via
technology develops their critical thinking and facilitates their learning by considering multiple

perspectives.

The importance of considering individual differences

The other issue that should be considered while planning to influence trainee teachers’
reflective thinking is the importance of considering individual differences and the teachers’
willingness to reflect on their practice. LaBoskey (1993) stated that students enter teacher
education with different initial reflective orientations. Meanwhile, Bain et al. (1999) insisted
that while improvement over time can be achieved, an ‘initial reflective ability and willingness
to devote effort to the task are the best predictors of final performance’ (p.70).This was
distinguished by Dewey earlier when he stated the set of initial attitudes that allow one to
engage with reflection, which are whole-heartedness, directness, open-mindedness,

responsibility and readiness (see Table 2.1 for more details about reflection as a set of attitudes).

Vermunt and Oosterheert (2001), in this regard, found five orientations emerged among trainee
teachers when they learned how to teach, which are: “an open meaning orientation, a closed
meaning orientation, an open reproduction orientation, a closed reproduction orientation, and a
survival orientation” (p. 133). The trainee teachers who think at a survival level tend to depend
on external and ready solutions, they usually view their issues as external problems specifically
as a problem of students rather than taking the responsibility for their teaching. The open
meaning orientation teachers, on the other hand, are highly self-regulated in their learning, they
define their problems as issues of understanding or performance, they have the ability to invest
all resources to understand their incidents and their main concern is about improving their
teaching effectiveness to promote their students’ learning. Roberts (2009, p. 633) reviewed the
relevant literature with the aim of proposing a reflection model, and he found as a result of his
study that there are three suggested factors that are more likely to influence the achieved level
of reflection within the students, which are “their individual propensity and willingness to

reflect” and “the focus of reflection that students perceive they need to adopt, and the structure
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and support students are provided with to help them reflect”. He articulated that learners will
bring to the learning environment some of their attitudes, values and their ability to learn, all of

which would affect their ability to reflect on their experience.

The other studies which particularly use blogs as a means of reflection (Hramiak, Boulton and
Irwin, 2009; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012) found that there are two types of participants which
are: the reluctant bloggers who usually write at a descriptive level and could not improve their
reflection level of writing and the second type is the frequent bloggers who often were able to
write at a critical level. One possible question can be raised here, whether it is possible to
improve individuals’ reflective thinking when they have different attributes and various skills
(Roberts, 2009; Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). In this regard, Yost, Sentner and
Forlenza-Bailey (2000, p. 45) believe that “most, if not all, preservice teachers can be brought
to reach increasingly higher levels of thinking by being challenged with opportunities for
learning and practicing this skill”. The next section will explain how one can facilitate reflective

thinking among trainee teachers.

2.7 How to facilitate reflection?

The relevant literature reported that reflective thinking is difficult and challenging by itself
(Francis, 1995; Rogers, 2001), because it requires, according to Dewey, the engagement of
cognitive processes of thinking (Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). Indeed, understanding the
meaning cannot be achieved theoretically as it involves thinking, feeling and interacting with
one’s experience (Fitzsimons, 2015). Facilitating reflection is crucial when asking trainee
teachers to reflect on their practice. Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey (2000) believe that
“without a substantial knowledge base and mentoring by teacher educators to move novice
teachers’ thinking beyond a descriptive level, higher levels of reflection will be difficult to

achieve for many novice teachers” (p. 47).

Clarifying the meaning of reflection by reaching an agreement on the meaning of this concept
and how to reflect is found to be vital, otherwise trainee teachers will remain writing at a
descriptive level of reflection (Divitini, Haugalekken and Morken, 2005; Granberg, 2010).
Thus, teacher educators should provide trainee teachers with “a firm knowledge base” in which
opportunities would be given to them to construct their personal knowledge, learning theories
and discuss issues relating to many aspects such as diversity and economics that affect schools,
all of which could support trainee teachers to engage with a high level of reflection (Yost,
Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000, p. 47).
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In fact, engaging with reading from professional literature could help to widen the trainee
teachers’ horizon to critically engage with other assumptions that could help to understand the
current incidents. In this regard, Rodgers (2002, p. 854) argues that “bringing in other resources,
both people and books, is paramount to deepening and broadening the scope of one’s
understanding”. In another study, when asking pre-service teachers about the most useful
sources for their reflection, more than half of the participants articulated that reading from
professional knowledge was a useful approach that helped them while reflecting on their
practice” (Smith and Lev-Ari, 2005).

Writing a reflective journal, on the other hand, has been used as a method to facilitate student
teachers’ reflection (Bain et al., 1999; Lee, 2007; Loughran, 1996; Tan, 2013). In this regard,
Casanave (2013) believes journal writing can be considered to be reflective when it “engages
the writer’s feelings, emotions, interests, or curiosities; (2) connects writer with something (e.g.,
with another aspect of the self, with another idea, with another person, with experiences and
subject matter); and (3) helps the writer develop the awareness needed to understand the self,

an experience, an idea, or an event in expanded ways” (Casanave, 2013, p. 8).

However, many studies have demonstrated that the use of unaided journals can lead to a
limitation of engaging more in descriptive reflection, whereby pre-service teachers describe
teaching events or incidents, rather than analysing them critically or thinking about forward
action to address them effectively (Rogers, 2001; Hourani, 2013). Thus, fostering the process
of reflection when asking pre-service teachers to reflect on their practice is essential to help

them reflect at complex levels.

Studies have shown that providing pre-service teachers with guiding questions or frameworks
for their journal writing can enhance students’ reflective thinking (Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002; Hamlin, 2004; Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala, 2016). Hamlin (2004) stated that
structured writing which is based on certain frameworks to analyse critical incidents can help
pre-service teachers to reach a high level of reflective practice; students in this study were able

to reflect critically on the social and political effects of some aspects of educational practice.

A review paper conducted by Kori et al. (2014) “identified 21 articles that used predefined
guidance and deemed them beneficial for supporting reflection” (p. 50). They emphasise that

the use of technical tools alone could not be sufficient to promote reflection, thereby, one should
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adopt the technical tools with the use of predefined guidance and/or online human interactions.
The use of guidelines could be seen as probing questions to promote reflection such as asking
the following questions (Ghaye, 2011, p. 2):

1. What am I doing? (Awareness)

2. How successful am 1? (Appreciation)

3. What is a better way to do this? (Design)

4. s this what | should be doing? (Judgement)

Meanwhile, Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala (2016) encouraged trainee teachers to engage with
reflective writing via the use of portfolios and they found that “different assignments during
practicum sessions and guiding questions for portfolio writing enhanced the students’

reflection and helped them broaden their perspectives and understanding” (p. 205).

In fact, Callens and Elen (2011) found that pre-service teachers achieved deeper reflection when
reflecting using a linear approach (a guided journal based on the ALACT model), in comparison
with pre-service teachers who reflected using a nonlinear approach (storytelling or narrative
form). Indeed, a further analysis revealed that when student teachers have more instructions to
follow and more controlled features, their critical reflection scores increase. Meanwhile, the
mean score of reflection of all writing journals was low regardless of the adopted approach.
However, it is also found by many authors that trainee teachers often write at a low level even
when providing them with supportive structure when they have been asked to reflect in isolation
(EI-Dib, 2007; Chamoso and Céceres, 2009; Seban, 2009).

Providing individuals with exemplars could support individuals to understand how to start
writing their journals. In this regard, Hume (2009) in her action research found that the regular
sharing of both (exemplars and feedback) influenced participants’ thinking which deepened
their thoughts while reflecting on their practice and provided them with ample insights
regarding their teaching of science. She believed that the explicit use of good RJs, which was
suggested by Moon (1999), was beneficial in terms of sharing the needed skills with the
students by sharing some RJs from the previous year, particularly those who represented a high
level of reflection including reasoning and reconstructing level of reflection. In my study, |
shared with the participants some exemplars of pre-service teachers’ RJs taken from Bain,
Ballantyne, et al.'s (2002) book.

Ryan (2011), on the other hand, believes that writing in a reflective way is quite challenging
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for the students and there is a need to support their writing and thus she proposed an academic
reflective writing model to help students while writing their journals. Her model has been
translated and applied in this study as a supportive material in the main blog pages (see
Appendix K). The Academic Reflective Writing Model consists of a number of linguistic
resources and suggested language which is associated with Bain’s model of reflection (see
Section 2.8 for more details). Nonetheless, there is no evidence according to Ryan as to whether

the use of such model could enhance students’ reflective writing.

It is also important to consider that even though reflection can be seen to be an individual
practice (Rees, 2007), practitioners need to be provided with opportunities to interact with peers
and others in order to reflect at a complex level (Suzuki, 2013). One study by Tan (2013)
proposed a model to help pre-service teachers move beyond descriptive reflection. Tan’s model
started by requesting pre-service teachers to write an individual reflective journal, and then to
participate in reflective dialogue sessions on campus on a regular basis. This was found to be
beneficial and helpful for the pre-service teachers because they learned how to reflect deeply
on their practice, due to the opportunity to talk about their own experiences and their reflection,
and it also helped them to understand others’ perspectives. Indeed, writing a reflective journal
cannot occur in isolation, in fact in a study conducted by Bain et al. (1999) it was noticed that
when the trainee teachers were assigned into groups to write “reflective dialogue” or “self-
analysis conditions”, trainee teachers in both groups engaged with previous discussions about
their incidents with others, such as their peers and their supervisors, to write their reflective
journal (Bain et al., 1999). This is because reflective thinking needs to be in a community in

which one has a chance to interact with others (Dewey in Rodgers, 2002).

Furthermore, reflective writing can improve when supervisors provide pre-service teachers
with constructive feedback that challenges them to consider other substitutional perspectives
(Bain et al., 1999). Indeed, the content and level of student teachers’ journal reflections vary
because of the different quality of their supervisors’ feedback (Bain et al., 1999; Cohen-Sayag
and Fischl, 2012). Therefore, the relationship between pre-service teachers and their
supervisors should be rethought in order to improve students’ ability to reflect on their teaching.
For this reason, there is a need to share a common language about teaching and classroom

processes and engage in meaningful professional discussions (Calderhead, 1987).

In fact, participants need layers of support not just from the “inner circle” including their

supervisors and subject mentor but also from others outside the “inner circle” including parents,
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friends and partners (Meierdirk, 2016b, p. 37). Influencing trainee teachers’ reflective thinking
cannot be achieved by the individual teacher educator support alone (Rodgers, 2002; Rodgers
and Laboskey, 2016). This is because reflection depends mainly on interacting with others, such
as with critical peers, and thus considering how to facilitate such interactions is crucial; the use
of innovative technology should make communications easier throughout time and space
(Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016).

The next section will explain the model used in this study to facilitate reflection within trainee

teachers, followed by the use of technology to enhance teachers’ learning.

2.8 The adopted model in this study

Reflective practice is not a simple task that can easily be achieved by pre-service teachers, thus,
it is essential to establish structured activities and provide students with continuous constructive
feedback, as well as the opportunity to interact with peers and their supervisors. In this regard,
Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002, p. 10) stated that “with appropriate models of reflective writing,
and suitable feedback, student teachers can learn to reflect at quite advanced levels”.
Furthermore, Kaasila and Lauriala (2012, p. 87) stated that “it is also important to identify the
phases in professional development in which engaging in a process of reflection might best be

introduced, revisited, and/or emphasized”.

The 5Rs framework/model of reflection

The process of reflection assumed in Bain’s model is more cognitive as Dewey suggested but
it is more flexible and nonlinear than Dewey’s logical sequences of reflection (Bain, Ballantyne,
et al., 2002). Bain also assumes that teaching tacitly involves the emotions, beliefs and values

of the practitioner.

This study adopts the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002, p. 13), which consists of
five major levels of reflection:

e Reporting: a descriptive account of a situation, incident, or issue.

e Responding: an emotional or personal response to the situation, incident, or issue.

e Relating: drawing a relationship between current personal or theoretical
understanding and the situation, incident, or issue.

e Reasoning: an exploration, interrogation, or explanation of the situation, incident,
or issue.

e Reconstructing: drawing a conclusion and developing a future action plan based

on a reasoned understanding of the situation, incident, or issue.
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This framework is nonlinear with no determined sequences that one has to follow, which means
that one can write the three first components in any sequence. However, to reach a deeper level
of reflection of writing in the Reconstructing component, one should be able to write, at least,
at the second level of “Reasoning” to be able to move and write at the Reconstructing level.
Thereby, this would help students to avoid jumping to unthoughtful conclusions without giving
careful consideration to the factors underlining the relevant incidents. Table 2.2 explains in

detail the meaning and the levels of each component of the 5Rs model.

Component Levels
1- Reporting Level 1: A minimal description of the incident or issue is given.
Level 2: A broad description of the incident or issue is given.
Level 3: The description provides sufficient detail to allow readers to
draw their own conclusion about the incident.
2- Responding Level 1: Draws attention to significant aspects or expresses the
writer’s feeling.
Level 2: As Level 1 + makes a judgement regarding the incident.
Level 3: As Level 1 or 2 + poses a question or identifies a problem.
3- Relating Level 1: The incident related to:

e The writer’s own strengths, weaknesses or personal

learning, or to
e Professional matters  (pedagogy, curriculum,
assessment)

Level 2: As Level 1, but the entry includes a superficial rationale for
the connection.
Level 3: As Level 2, but the rationale is expanded to include an insight
arising from the connections.
4- Reasoning Level 1: At least one relevant factor underlying the incident is
analysed in detail.
Level 2: As for Level 1 but the discussion considers alternative
explanations or interrelationships among a number of factors.
Level 3: As for Level 2 but the discussion incorporates insights from
a different perspective.
5- Reconstructing | Level 1: The discussion leads to a conclusion or a plan for future
action.
Level 2: As Level 1 but also considers the reasons for or possible
implications of the conclusion or plan.
Level 3: As Level 2 but also considers the possible impact of different
circumstances.
Level 4: As Level 3 but the new understanding is integrated with the
writer’s personal approach to or theory of teaching.

Table 2.2: 5Rs Reflective Writing Scale (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002, pp. 14-15)
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The literature contains many studies that used the 5Rs framework as a model to encourage and
assist pre-service teachers when they reflect on their practice as it helps them to move beyond
the descriptive level of reflection to think more deeply and intellectually about their practice
(Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Carrington and Selva, 2010; Ryan, 2011; Ryan and Ryan, 2013).
This can be achieved when pre-service teachers use this model as a self-analysis scale to
evaluate their own journals (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Carrington and Selva, 2010).
Furthermore, the framework can be used as a tool to assess pre-service reflection levels by their
supervisors to support them by giving them relevant feedback on their reflection to help them
develop their reflective thinking (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Carrington and Selva, 2010;
Ryan and Ryan, 2013). | adopted the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) to describe
the meaning and the process of reflection for Saudi pre-service teachers. This framework was
explained and discussed during a workshop at the beginning of the placement semester. It was
also used by pre-service teachers themselves to evaluate their own reflection in order to promote
their ability to reflect at a higher level on their teaching practice. Moreover, it was used by the
supervisors, and me as a facilitator, to assess pre-service teachers’ RJs, to evaluate their
reflection ability, and to provide them with feedback to encourage them to reflect at a complex
level. Finally, the same framework is used by the researcher to evaluate the pre-service
teachers’ reflection levels in order to answer the first research question, which relates to
determining to what extent pre-service teachers reflect on their practice based on the five

components of Bain’s model.

Cross-cultural validity of using Bain’s model

Bain’s model has been developed and used mainly in Australia (Bain et al., 2002; Bain et al.,
1999).The 5Rs framework is one of the outcomes of a research study that lasted for three years
and was mainly concerned with how to enhance reflective thinking and writing of the pre-
service teachers (Bain et al., 1999). Within the Australian literature, this framework was used
initially to assess the level of reflection. Then, the framework was used for two other purposes:
helping participants to understand the meaning of reflection and providing them with a tool that
would help them to evaluate their own writing in order to develop their reflection level (Bain,
et al., 2002). Therefore, it is the case that although the literature contains many reflection
models, this model is most suitable for this research since it was developed mainly to enhance
specifically student teachers’ ability to reflect at a complex level, which is associated with the
first aim of my study. Furthermore, Ryan and Ryan (2013) state that the description of each
level is simple and easy to understand and to use by pre-service teachers as it helps them to

understand the complexity of reflective thinking (Bain et al., 2002; Carrington and Selva,
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2010). So although this seems like a paradoxical aim, Bain’s model is applicable precisely
because it offers a clear and lucid pathway to reflection for student teachers undergoing the

process perhaps for the first time.

However, this model has also been adopted effectively by many scholars in different countries
such as Sweden (Amhag, 2020), New Zealand (Henderson, Napan and Monteiro, 2004), the
UK (Samuels and Betts, 2007) and Taiwan (Hung et al., 2014). Adopting the Bain model as
self-assessment while engaging with reflection resulted in, over time, improvement regarding
the students’ level of reflection (Samuels and Betts, 2007; Amhag, 2020). Furthermore,
receiving feedback based on the 5Rs model from the lecture about the achieved level of
reflection was found to motivate the New Zealand students to improve their level of reflection

(Henderson, Napan and Monteiro, 2004).

The reflective process for trainee teachers in Sweden, which was based mainly on the 5Rs
framework, was supported by the use of mobile and blended activities. This resulted in
progression over time of their reflection relating to self, others, and contextual issues. This
contributed to development in their learning personally and professionally (Amhag, 2020).
Elsewhere, New Zealand students were asked to reflect based on the 5Rs model with the use of
the online facility Blackboard to influence their reflective thinking, and the result of such
research was found to be encouraging (Henderson, Napan and Monteiro, 2004). In fact “the
findings suggest that the process of reflection may be actively facilitated through interactive

journal writing” (Henderson, Napan and Monteiro, 2004, p. 362).

In this research, I adopted Bain’s model because it has rich and detailed information that can
help to clarify and facilitate reflection. This is because it systematically deals with stages and
levels of reflection that transcend cultural norms. Even though reflection itself is culturally
difficult, Bain breaks down the levels and expectations into concepts that are workable and
clear, which is especially significant given that trainee teachers struggle with complexity,
conflict, and problem-solving. Meanwhile, understanding the original model was not easy for
Saudi student teachers however, because engaging with thinking activities is uncommon within
the Saudi education system. Thus, | decided to visualise the Bain model by designing the
infographic (see Figure 3.6), to help the participants understand the purpose of reflection and
how to engage with reflective thinking. In fact many of the uploaded online materials were
based mainly on the Bain model, for example, the academic writing model (see Figure 3.7), the

proposed propping questions (see Appendix R and Appendix S), the exemplars extract from
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Bain’s book and much of the professional feedback provided was based mainly on Bain’s
theory. In summary, this research benefited from adopting the online scaffolding materials and
from the online feedback provided which was based mainly on the Bain model rather than the

direct use of the original 5Rs framework.

Academic Reflective Writing Model:
The Academic Reflective Writing Model is associated mainly with Bain’s model of reflection
and includes some of the linguistic resources and suggested language that could help to improve

the student’s reflective writing (Ryan, 2011, p. 105). See Table 2.3 for more details.

Text structure . .
Linguistic resources

First person voice — use of ‘I’

Macro-theme (key idea)
) o  Thinking and sensing verbs, e.g. | believe, | feel,
Introduce the issue and recount a critical incident; I question, I understand, | consider

use relevant theory to explain why it is significant;

preview key themes of this reflective piece » Nominalization — turn verbs into nouns to say

more  with less words, e.g. the

Report and Respond implementation of explicit vocal routines...

+ Technical/dense nouns and noun groups, e.g. use
discipline and professional ‘jargon’ and
abstract terms such as pedagogy, potential,
student-negotiated learning framework,
preventative measures

» Language of comparison/contrast, e.g. similarly,

Hyper-themes (supporting evidence). Use a new unlike, just as..., in contrast to...

paragraph for each new idea
» Causal reasoning and explanation — e.g. as a
Relate — to self and professional practice; to other result of..., the consequences of..., due to...,
similar incidents or experiences therefore, because

Reason — use relevant theory to explain how and | « Adjectival groups to appraise and show
why the incident occurred; appraise what happened,; evidence, e.g. the well-disciplined and

and introduce multiple perspectives highly motivated class was evidence of...

 Adverbial groups to show reason, e.g. according
to Jones (2005)...

» Temporal links, e.g. after considering...

A4
Reinforce macro-theme (sum-up and plan)

 Future-tense verbs to project future practice, e.g.

Reconstruct — hypothesise about different possible intend to..., | will ensure...

responses/actions; reframe future practice and show ) . ) )
new understandings + Adverbial groups to consider different impacts or

possibilities, e.g. under these conditions

Table 2.3: Academic Reflective Writing Model (Ryan, 2011, p. 105)
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Ryan's study (2011, p. 108) identified some key questions to be used to highlight the textual
structure (see Appendix R). Here, Ryan linked between Bain’s model of reflection and her
academic reflective writing model by referring to Bain’s components of reflection. This kind
of question could give the students a chance to evaluate their reflection based on Bain’s model.
Ryan (2011, p. 108) also suggested some probing questions that can be used to identify how
the language in the text achieves its purpose (see Appendix S).

In this study I have also adopted Ryan’s academic reflective writing model and her other
following questions to enhance participants’ reflective thinking, in the form of an “infographic”
(see Appendix K) and as embedded materials in the main blog (see Appendix I). This is because
I noticed from the first informal phase that writing RJs was challenging for trainee teachers as
they were describing what happened to them during their school days with so many irrelevant
details and this resulted in no clear focus of their main incidents in the first place, which of

course led to a superficial level of reflection.

In the next section, I will explain the impact of the use of technology on teachers’ learning in
general, then in the section after | will be more specific to cover the literature about the use of

technology to enhance reflective thinking.

2.9 The impact of technology on teachers’ learning

Living in the 21st century raises many challenges regarding education environments as they
focus more on high achievement, high teaching and learning standards, and enhancing lifelong
learning for students (Pransky, 2008). This means that 21st century teachers should respond
actively to these challenges. Teachers need to develop their ability to teach effectively, to
support their students’ needs intellectually, and to reflect critically in order to develop
professionally. All of this puts huge pressure on teachers when their demanding work and other
responsibilities do not allow them to attend regular training workshops or education

conferences to gain some teaching and learning knowledge (Alrubian, 2014).

Adopting the online professional technologies allows the professional development “providers
to draw on resources not available locally, offer “just-in-time” work-embedded support, and
accommodate individual teachers’ busy schedules” (Borko, Whitcomb, and Liston, 2009, p. 5).
Being able to access the online courses at any time and from any internet accessible computer

is found to be a valuable feature of technology among teachers (Rienties, Brouwer, and Lygo-
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Baker, 2013; Thomas, 2009). The use of technology also helps the educators to develop their
professional networks and have new relationships with others across regions and countries to
share and discuss their ideas, which helps them to build a network of practices (Holmes, 2013;
King, 2011; Lewis and Rush, 2013; VVavasseur and Macgregor, 2008).

Integrating technologies to enhance teachers’ learning can be in multiple forms. The most
widespread forms according to Borko, Whitcomb and Liston (2009) are the following: first, the
use of videos as a tool to share the classroom experience among teachers; second, online

professional development programmes; third, the online teachers’ communities.

Videos have been used by educators as a learning tool for teachers for a long time, since 1960—
1970, in the form of presenting some short video clips which represent the specific teaching
approach to be modelled (Santagata, 2009). However, since the development of technologies,
the use of videos has changed within teacher education and taken a different form, in which it
is usually embedded in a more complex programme that may have different effects on teacher
development (Gaudin and Chalies, 2015; Santagata, 2009).

In fact, it was found in a review of international research literature conducted by Gaudin and
Chaliés (2015), which covered 255 articles in the field of video viewing on teacher professional
development, that these studies can be categorised based on four aspects which are: the nature
of teachers’ activities; the objectives of videos; the nature of classroom videos; and the effect
of video viewing on teacher education. In this review it mentioned that the nature of these
classroom videos was various, to present, for example, “unknown teacher activity”, “peer
activity”, or “own personal practice” (pp. 50-51). The objectives of these videos were for some
of these studies: to interpret certain events and reflect on them, while in some of these studies
viewing video was with the aim of presenting the best practice to build their knowledge on
“what to do”. On the other hand, some of the other studies articulated that the objectives of
these videos should be based on the learning goals embedded in the teacher education and
professional development programme. From this review, it was clear that there were many ways
to adopt videos within teacher education to support their learning, however, the simple viewing
of videos does not guarantee teachers learning, one should think of how to facilitate teachers’
analysing process when viewing these videos (Van Es et al., 2014). Thus, teachers should be
supported by guidance to help them make sense of the viewed video, and should also learn how
to use videos as a learning tool to “not only see what is worthwhile but also how to dissect the
details of the interactions represented in this video and use them as evidence to draw informed

interpretations of teaching and learning” (Van Es et al., 2014, p. 352).
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When using videos as a tool to develop teachers professionally, reconsidering and evaluating
the given activities by redesigning them to meet the teachers’ needs is crucial. In this regard,
Santagata (2009) conducted a study with the aim of helping teachers in lower-performance
schools to deepen their understanding about certain maths concepts, to help them to understand
how students can learn in different ways and to provide them with some strategies that maintain
maths’ richness and complexity while they are guiding and teaching their students through
problem-solving solutions. This aim was implanted through the approach of encouraging the
target teachers to analyse videotaped lessons as a cyclical process that goes further than
describing what happened to engage in planning and reflecting. The study found the
participants’ teachers had some difficulties responding to the main video-based tasks, and in
response to that, the researcher facilitated these tasks to help the targeted teachers to engage
actively with these video-based tasks by offering more focused and specific content-questions.
These focused on the more common student mathematical conceptual issues, the teachers’
interactions were modified to include peer work activities and finally increased guidance was

given on how to analyse and reflect on students’ learning of the provided videos.

Many studies reported the positive effect of adopting videos to support teachers’ learning
(Gaudin and Chaliés, 2015; Zhang et al., 2011). For example, it was found that the use of videos
increases teachers’ motivation, as several studies in a review conducted by Gaudin and Chalies
(2015) point out that the use of videos within teacher education is attractive and influences
teachers’ motivation and interest. This is because teachers found these videos similar to
authentic experiences (Sherin, 2004, in Gaudin and Chaliés, 2015). On the other hand, a large
amount of studies in the same review show the effectiveness of video viewing on teachers’
cognition in terms of, for example, shifting their thinking from being descriptive to adopting a
more focused and interpretive analytical approach to thinking (Gaudin and Chalies, 2015). See
Section 2.10.1 for more details about the use of video to influence teachers’ and pre-service

teachers’ reflective thinking.

Meanwhile, integrating videos within teacher education has its affordances and challenging
factors. In this regard, Zhang et al. (2011) highlighted some of the affordances and challenging
factors that resulted from integrating three types of videos, namely, viewing published videos,
viewing teachers’ own videos and their college’s videos, all of which has the potential to
improve teacher reflective practice. This study demonstrated that teachers were able to engage

in descriptive and critical reflection by viewing their own videos individually and engaging
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collaboratively in a discussion with their peers. Moreover, the use of a problem-based learning
discourse structure that is based mainly on casual explanations and, considering the knowledge
gap, is found to be fruitful in terms of providing teachers with general guidance in how to
analyse their teaching issues with more flexibility of choosing their preferred research topic.
However, teachers were reluctant to critically comment about their colleagues’ teaching
practices. In the same study, it is reported that some challenging factors emerged such as anxiety
of being videotaped, and some of the teachers were unsatisfied with the tendency of their
colleagues to be supportive, whereas others were happy to be provided with the positive

feedback as this helped them to regain their self-confidence in their teaching.

The second form of technology to support teachers’ learning according to Borko, Whitcomb
and Liston (2009) is the online professional development programmes; these kinds of
technology support large numbers of teachers: “These programs are diverse in their purposes

and goals, content areas, pedagogical approaches, and delivery methods” (Borko, Whitcomb
and Liston, 2009, p. 5).

Appositive opinions were reported as a result of engaging with online professional development
programmes in a study conducted by Thomas (2009) to assess teachers’ opinions about the use
of online courses as a means of learning method that contribute to their professional
development. Moreover, it found that those who have more teaching experience show more
positive perception regarding the use of online professional programmes. Meanwhile, this study
found that those who participate more often in these online courses reported more positive
opinions when demonstrating that they noticed an improvement and a change in their teaching

methodology as a result of attending these courses.

Several important aspects should be considered when implementing online professional
development programmes for teachers. For example, examining the teachers’ readiness is
crucial before adopting this kind of technology. In this regard, a generally optimistic picture
among teachers regarding their technological readiness for their participation in online
professional development was found in the USA in a study conducted by Reeves and Li (2012).
Reeves and Li examined teachers’ readiness for the online professional development and
revealed that teachers in general believe that the online professional development courses were
beneficial. They also believe that they have the same impact as the face-to-face professional
development programme. They reported having easy access to the required technology,

possessing the required technical skills for participation, and that there was an increase in some
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of their technical skills as a result of participation.

Furthermore, Dede (2006) highlighted the importance of considering different aspects of the
model design when adopting online professional development programmes. Ten models of the
highest quality programmes in the USA which implemented online professional development
for teachers have been discussed in detail in his book. For example, considering the targeted
audience is crucial when thinking of adopting online professional development programmes as
some of the models are designed for individual teachers, some focus on certain organisations
(schools), others seek the entire school zone, and finally other projects could aim to develop
activities to show the teacher how to use certain curriculum. Moreover, the content that would
be offered is an important aspect of the design consideration as it could focus on content,
pedagogy issues, or delivering some advice about classroom challenges. Finally, the pedagogy
is also something that should be considered when deciding which model to use as some use
guided social constructivism, coaching, mentoring and/or communities of practice (Dede,
2006).

A few studies have been conducted to examine the effectivity of using these online professional
development programmes (Borko, Whitcomb and Liston, 2009; Dash et al., 2012). For
example, a study was conducted by Dash et al. (2012) to investigate the impact of online
professional development programmes in mathematics on 79 fifth grade teachers’ quality as
well as the impact of these programmes on their students’ achievement. They found that there
was a significant improvement in the teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge and their
pedagogical practice for those who were in the experiment group, however, there was no impact
on students’ achievements associated with the positive change that occurred within the

teachers’ level of improvement.

Within teaching practice, it is found that integrating technology within the curriculum is
challenging and, thereby, adopting online professional development programmes is used to
facilitate this integration (Rienties, Brouwer and Lygo-Baker, 2013). In this regard and within
higher education programmes, a study conducted by Rienties, Brouwer and Lygo-Baker (2013)
in nine higher educational institutions studied the effect of online professional development
programmes towards learning how to effectively implement technology in their practice and
how this training programme could lead academics to change their beliefs towards more
student-centred learning. The module used in this study aims to improve teachers’ practice by

working individually or engaging in some assignments and in critical reflection to re-evaluate
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their practice in small groups using video-conferencing. This study used a questionnaire based
on TPACK model, and another questionnaire about participants’ beliefs and intentions towards
learning; all of these questionnaires adopted pre- and post-test design. This study revealed that
there was a significant increase within the TPACK skilled among participants over the research
time. It was found that the academics were able to learn from each other’s experience in a
flexible manner by choosing the preferred time and place. However, there was no change in
teachers’ beliefs towards more student-centred learning as a result of completing this training
programme. Meanwhile it was found that participants over time were less convinced about the
knowledge transmission approach. However, one of the crucial limitations of this research is
the fact that it uses the self-reported approach when gathering the data regarding academics’
beliefs towards the effectiveness of using the online professional development programme and
may not represent the whole picture of academics’ experience. This is because it was noticed
that those who completed the programme would have more positive and optimistic thoughts
about how they changed than those who dropped out earlier from the study and failed to
complete it, and thus because the researchers did not randomise the research sample to be in or
out of the training programme, “it is impossible to determine whether the academics would

have changed even without teacher training” (Rienties, Brouwer and Lygo-Baker, 2013 p. 129).

The other form of technology that was used to support teachers’ learning is the online teachers’
communities. These communities enable teachers to work and learn together when they engage
with synchronous and asynchronous online discussion with the aim of sharing their experiences
to improve their practice (Borko, Whitcomb and Liston, 2009). In a study conducted in
Australia by Duncan-Howell (2010) it was found that the majority of involved teachers
considered the online communities as a valuable tool for their professional learning. The data
in this study was gathered from three online communities via a survey to explore the nature of
the online communities and present the potential of engaging in such communities. The findings
of this research found that teachers tend to spend more time on their professional learning when
engaging with such communities, as they spend from one to three hours a week, which equals
60 to 80 hours a year, and this represented a significant increase in the time that they spent on
their professional learning. Meanwhile, the main concern for these teachers was to meet their
needs of seeking practical teaching strategies within their classroom. Teachers in this study
highlighted the importance of having control over the selected content as they were motivated
to participate depend on the represented topics in the discussion forum, which was a reflection

of the transformation of the just-in-time professional learning.
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It was also found that engaging with online communities not only offered an attractive
alternative avenue to face-to-face training courses, but also widened the teachers’ horizons to
understand how to deal with ill-defined teaching issues (Holmes, 2013). However, there are
many factors that should be considered when adopting online communities, particularly the
communities based on the community of inquiry framework. This was discussed in an action
research project carried out by Holmes (2013) in the context of the eTwinning learning event
(an online project that encourages teachers in Europe to work informally together). This study
discussed how the online learning communities can support teachers’ continuous professional
development when using the community of inquiry model as a theoretical base. The data of this
study was gathered from a questionnaire, interviews and by analysing the discussion messages.
In this study the use of the online communities was found to offer an attractive alternative to
face-to-face training courses, in fact the online communities facilitate critical reflection, widen
teachers’ horizons to understand the possible consequences of what they have previously
learned to prepare them in how to deal with ill-defined teaching issues and to develop
professionally. The online communities offer an environment which is based on trust, respect
and shared values with the aim of improving students’ learning. These types of communities
usually need time to develop which cannot be affordable within face-to-face training courses.
The design of activities, the support that the learners are offered, guidance and social setting,
especially the role of the tutor, were found to be vital to provide the learners with their needed
support on different levels to develop their autonomy, confidence and to become self-organised.
Holmes emphasises that the focus of the study was on individual learning, which is different
from the aim of community of practice as the aim in the latter concept is to build knowledge by
sharing practice, tools and knowledge in which the less competent members usually learn from

the more knowledgeable members (Wenger, 1998).

However, engaging with online discussions does not always result in fruitful outcomes. For
example, in Taiwan, Chen, Chen, and Tsai (2009) conducted a study to describe teachers’
experiences when they engage with online synchronous discussion. The transcription of the
online discussions had been analysed and ten teachers were interviewed, all of whom revealed
that synchronous discussion offers less advantages when compared to being engaged with face-
to-face discussion. There were few messages related to cognition and metacognition skills and
the majority were more social messages. Meanwhile this kind of discussion offered the teacher

an avenue to ask and to request some information and to support each other.

Another form of online communities, which is based on communities of practice, professional
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CoPs are supposed to include a negotiation of the meaning, sharing repertoires and knowledge
in appropriate environments which could result in different understandings and practices
(Wenger, 1998). The situated learning model occurred in a CoP when newcomers socially
interacted with other experts, gradually moving from peripheral to fully participating members
(Lave and Wenger, 1991). A large number of studies investigate the impact of online
communities of practice on teachers’ practice. For example, a mixed method study conducted
by Vavasseur and Kim Macgregor (2008) gathered and analysed data from two sources of
quantitative methods which are self-efficacy surveys at the beginning and at the end of the
study, and teachers’ achievement on the culminating project was based on a rubric.
Furthermore, the data was gathered from two sources of qualitative methods, which were
analysing the online threaded discussions and focus group interviews. This study found that the
online communities of practice provide the middle school teachers with vital chances to share,
discuss their ideas and to build new relationships with others. Furthermore, this study found
that engaging with the online community of practice helps participants to increase teachers’
self-efficacy related to implementing technology and to collaboratively engage to develop

interdisciplinary curriculum.

An online CoP can be cultivated for teachers to deepen their understanding about specific
knowledge such as mathematical pre-service teachers who learn geometry by interacting with
each other in a virtual platform; raising inquiries was helpful to develop critical pre-service
teachers’ knowledge (Bairral, 2007).

The impact of engaging with online communities of practice within Eastern culture society was
crucial in terms of reshaping the behaviour pattern and relationship between trainee teachers
and their supervisors. In this regard, an ethnographic case study conducted by Hou (2015) found
that being involved in an online community of practice allows Chinese pre-service teachers to
realise the importance of the presence of others (peers and supervisors) in supporting their
learning. Furthermore, engaging in this community empowered the students which led to
adopting equality and democratic relationships between students and their teachers which are
unfamiliar or could be unacceptable within Chinese culture. In fact “[engaging in online
communities of practice] empowers student teachers to shift from teacher-orchestrated learning

to self-directed and peer-support learning” (Hou, 2015, p. 6).
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It is also crucial to identify the factors that could support or hinder CoP productivity. For
instance, Cho (2014) and Hanewald (2013) found that considering the relationship between
participants is crucial within a CoP, which means that spending some time face-to-face could
be useful at the beginning of the project, to establish a good relationship. In addition, using new
or unfamiliar technology could affect the success of the community (Hanewald, 2013). Thus,
asking participants at the beginning of the project to choose the appropriate technology tools is
vital, or perhaps affording them a training course which can help them to overcome these
difficulties. Furthermore, Alrubian (2014), who conducted qualitative research to show the
potential of engaging with an online community of practice within 14 Saudi male teachers,
found some improvement in the participants’ practice as a result of engaging with this
community. Alrubian emphasised the importance of participants’ self-motivation and
commitment when engaging with the online community of practice as without having this

attitude the aim of the community would not be accomplished.

Meanwhile, Web 2.0 technology seems to be vital in supporting teachers professionally and
personally, especially when using social networking media such as blogs and Twitter, which
can support teachers’ learning environment (Lewis and Rush, 2013; Anderson et al., 2013). In
this context, a study conducted by Lewis and Rush (2013) used Twitter within a framework of
a community of practice to increase the university academics’ experience and knowledge about
the use of social media tools for educational purposes. This study found that a personal network
had been created, and some features of the community of practice were noticed. The
engagement within Twitter activity demonstrated the advantages of the use of social media in

supporting professional academics regarding their use of technology for education purposes.

Another study conducted by Anderson, Justice, Gorhan, Wall, Boyd, Nichols and Altheiser
(2013) aims to investigate the affordances of using blogs for pre-service teachers’ development
within a community of practice. The findings of the research revealed that some participants
found it difficult to engage in writing informally, reflecting and engaging in such a community.
On the other hand, other students fully engaged in the community and were able to analyse their
own and others’ practice. Furthermore, this study found that the use of blogs provides the
researchers with insight into how trainee teachers develop epistemologically, in their identity
and as reflective participants while progressing to become classroom teachers. It is also found
that the use of blogs enhances participants’ dialogue about their practice which helps them to

overcome their feeling of isolation especially during the school field experience.
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Finally, the use of technology can also help to enhance and change trainee teachers’ attitude
towards adopting technology for education purposes. In this regard, Camileri (2014)
investigated the role of adopting a virtual 3D world to help in changing trainee teachers’
perspective to overcome their fear when integrating technologies in their classroom. The study
revealed a significant positive impact on their perceptions regarding using technology in the
classroom. Furthermore, participants valued the flexibility of their experience as well as the use

of activities that are learner-centric when engaging in such an environment.

The familiarity of using technology is not only vital to develop professionally but it also helps
to encourage teachers to integrate these technologies within the pupils’ learning environment
(Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009). In fact, integrating these technologies is essential,
especially with today’s generation that uses technology at a very early age as a way of learning

and as a way of life (Murati and Ceka, 2017).

2.10 The use of technology to influence reflection in teachers’ learning

Encouraging pre-service teachers to reflect on their practice is considered by many scholars to
be an essential part of their field experience. However, it can be challenging to move beyond a
descriptive account of their teaching when reflecting on their practice (Daniil, 2013 and
Hourani, 2013), since reflection is challenging enough on its own (Francis, 1995; Rogers,
2001). Thus, the supervisors of many pre-service teachers use technology to foster the reflection
process by using, for example, recorded videos, blogs, animations, online discussion forums
and “Videopapers” technology (Makinster et al., 2006; Shoffner, 2008; Yang, 2009; Calandra,
Brantley-Dias; Lee and Fox, 2009; Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Kong, 2010;Deng and
Yuen, 2011; Luik et al., 2011; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012; Er6z-Tuga, 2012; Daniil, 2013;
Brooke, 2014; Moore-Russo and Wilsey, 2014; Weber et al., 2018).

Numerous studies have been conducted to explore the potential of using such technologies to
develop reflection levels within pre-service teachers. The findings are mixed, and different
aspects should be considered prior to their adoption. Because such technological tools cannot
foster teaching reflection alone, the process and other methods used with these tools give them
their value, while their range of features can help facilitate learning and teaching. For more
details, see Figure 2.7 about the main findings of studies that use technology to promote

reflection.
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2.10.1 Using videos to promote reflection

Recorded videos have been used frequently to promote teachers’ reflection. Using this
technology provides participants with the opportunity to view, think, and rethink deeply about
their practice, rather than simply writing down their experiences. The evidence appears to show
that video-based reflection is deeper and better than relying on taking notes or memorising
teaching events. Kong (2010) found that the length of reflections of eight student teachers
increased about 50 per cent when using this technology, in comparison with the same student
teacher when they used note-based reflection. Moreover, their reflection deepened because they
considered more aspects of their teaching, such as pedagogical arrangements. Consequently,
trainee teachers were able to engage in critical discussion with their supervisors. Indeed,
Calandra et al. (2009) found that novice teachers who were asked to use recorded videos to
capture incidents during their teaching and to reflect on two of the recorded incidents could
reflect more deeply and critically, compared with the other novice teachers group who were
debriefed by their supervisors on completion of a practice teaching session and then wrote about

their incidents.

Using recorded videos changes how teachers reflect on their practice. For example, Rosaen et
al. (2008) found that when teachers revisited their video recordings, they reflected on more
specific and thoughtful aspects of their teaching, in comparison with memory-based reflection.
Their focus shifted away from themselves and towards their students’ learning; furthermore,
they began to contemplate other teaching aspects by, for example, shifting from focusing on
classroom management to focusing on classroom instructions. Similarly, Ergz-Tuga (2012)
examined the value of reflective feedback with the use of video-recorded lessons as a means
for the professional preparation of pre-service teachers. In Erdz-Tuga’s study, it was found that
reflection helps to improve participants’ awareness as teachers and they become more aware of
their weaknesses and strengths. Furthermore, they progressively become more critical when
they reflect on their practice and they engage with more thoughtful comments about their peers’

performance.

A qualitative study conducted by Cherrington and Loveridge (2014) focuses on examining the
value of the use of video when followed by collective dialogue to engage in reflection when
viewing the recorded videos and having a chance to discuss their own and others’ practices.
The study found that the use of videos and engaging in collective dialogue about their practice
are available learning tools for childhood teachers to examine and to develop shared

understanding about their practice to improve their teaching. However, some challenges arose
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such as resistance to critique their own or others’ practice; the authors argue that this could be

due to the research’s main focus of having to reflect on their interactions with pupils.

Some studies have found that pre-service teachers can self-reflect critically when revisiting
video recordings of their teaching experiences (Calandra et al., 2009; Kong, 2010; Rosaen et
al., 2008). However, Gelfuso (2016) argues for the need to provide pre-service teachers with a
close support, even when using recorded videos. In his study, Gelfuso used a framework
consisting of four stages to facilitate the process of reflection for 15 pre-service teachers. When
adopting the suggested framework, the teacher educator has to move through these stages gently
to help participants reflect on their practice. This begins with sharing participants’
hypothesising regarding their incidents to discuss them, then posing some questions to develop
their thinking further. This would lead eventually to generate “warranted assertabilities”;
whereby, the participants have been helped to move from analysing their certain issue to
synthesising some possible meaning. At the final stage, the teacher educator has to revise with
participants what happened during the four stages of the used framework to call the participants’

attention to the reflection process.

The purpose of the study conducted by Gelfuso (2016) was to support pre-service teachers in
reflecting on a specific aspect of their teaching (the nuances of literacy teaching/learning). This
is because according to Gelfuso (2016) it can be challenging for pre-service teachers to identify
and improve unclear aspects of their teaching when only just starting to write their reflective
journal. However, Bain et al. (1999) argue that student teachers can engage with writing their
RJs and benefit from that without the need of intensive support from their supervisor to develop
their thinking. Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002) argue that with the use of the appropriate model
and with the expert feedback, trainee teachers can learn how to reflect at a deeper level. In fact,
Kaasila and Lauriala (2012) shed light on a crucial point that could help trainee teachers to
deepen their reflection which is the importance of enabling participants to reflect on wide
aspects of their teaching when asking them to reflect on their practice when they stated the
following: “if the goal is to deepen and broaden pre-service teachers’ reflections, the reflection
processes should focus not only on the lessons but also on wider and multiple contexts” (Kaasila
and Lauriala, 2012, p. 86).

The role of experts when conducting such technology is crucial in promoting an understanding
of their teaching practice among trainee teachers. In this regard, a study conducted by Weber

et al. (2018) aimed to promote the professional vision of classroom management by examining

50



and comparing the effect of two groups adopting online and video-based self-reflection and
feedback (the first group received feedback from peers, whereas the second received additional
feedback from experts about their reflection on their own recorded videos) with a control group
which was adopting traditional coaching. All members of three groups were tested before and
after the practicum by using the standardised video-based test to measure the trainee teachers’
professional vision of classroom management. The result of this study articulated that the first
online video-based group who received feedback from their peers appeared beneficial;
however, the result of the pre- and post-test of the second group, who received feedback from
experts and peers, outperformed the first group, and had a significant increase than the control
group, which was supervised in a traditional manner. Thus, the use of technology in this
research was found to be promising; however, this should be associated with the support of
experts who have thoughtful insight and experience, which can help promote trainee teachers’

understanding of their teaching practice.

Using videos to foster teachers’ and pre-service teachers’ reflection seems to be practical and
to have high potential, as demonstrated by many studies (Rosaen et al., 2008; Calandra et al.,
2009; Kong, 2010; Erdz-Tuga, 2012; Cherrington and Loveridge, 2014; Gelfuso, 2016; Weber
et al., 2018). This is because it provides teachers with opportunities to view their practice
multiple times, thereby enabling them to consider many aspects of their teaching. Some of these
studies use the recoded video as a means to review their teaching practice and reflect on it
individually (Kong, 2010; Calandra et al., 2009; Rosaen et al., 2008), while others use the
recorded videos to reflect collaboratively in groups (Cherrington and Loveridge, 2014; Er6z-

Tuga, 2012). Both types of reflection have been proven to be fruitful.

Meanwhile, considering the role of experts in giving feedback on the trainee teachers’ reflection
was found to be crucial in promoting pre-service teachers’ understanding of their practice
(Weber et al., 2018; Gelfuso, 2016).

However, although many studies have asserted that the use of videos is beneficial in terms of
promoting reflection, due to cultural issues in Saudi Arabia, it is impossible to employ such

technology because it is culturally unacceptable to record videos within the female community.

2.10.2 Using other technologies to promote reflection (Videopapers, animations, computer-
based scaffolds)

In addition to the use of videos previously mentioned, other technologies can be used to support
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the process of reflection within pre-service teachers such as “Videopapers” (a tool that
integrated videos, text, slides and hyperlinked into one document). Daniil's (2013) study aimed
to explore the process of reflection of student teachers when they use Videopapers to engage
with reflection. Daniil found that the use of Videopapers, particularly the link between videos
and text, helped the two cohorts of pre-service teachers explore and analyse their teaching
practice on a deeper level. In this study, trainee teachers structured the video-recording tasks,
reading the Videopapers created by previous students to familiarise themselves with this
technology, and created and edited their own Videopapers to reflect on their own practice. This
study emphasised that the process of using such software, in addition to attending some
workshops with their tutor, helped the students to engage with knowledge regarding some
aspect of their teaching, such as pedagogy, curriculum and instruction. Furthermore,
collaborating and interacting with each other in the workshops seems to sharpen their

understanding of how to reflect deeply on their teaching practice.

Lai and Calandra (2010) investigated the effects of two types of computer-based scaffolds on
novice teachers’ reflective writing. This study featured two treatment groups: the first used
question prompts (see Figure 2.3), in which the participants were asked to reflect on their
incidents by answering a series of computer-based questions; while the second used a structured
flow chart, in which the students’ reflections were guided by the flow chart to describe their
writing requirements step by step (see Figure 2.4). All of these technology scaffolds were
developed in a revision loop by three instructional technology experts before finally receiving

the panel’s approval.
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HELP CENTER | CONTACT

MY PASS-PORT | ACCOUNT INFO | ARTIFACTS | FOLIOS

You have no

Field Experience Reflection
tasks.

Dunng your practice teaching, you were constantly interacting with your students. Please
recollect a cntical incident that happened dunng your practice teaching The critical incident
was usually an "aha .." or "oops" moment that you expenenced dunng a teaching episode
The incident may be something that amused or annoyed you, or something that helped you
achieve a sense of difficulty or success. Generally, the mcident raises a few questions for
you to think over and challenge your previous beliefs about teaching and learning

In the following journal entry, you are going to reflect on the ncident that happened in your
practice teaching Please follow the question prompts to wnite your reflection

o What happened in the incident? Descnibe the incident itself, the activities that led up to
the incident, the people mvolved in the incident, the consequence(s) of the incident, and
the significance of the ncident for you

Erase this and add your reflection here. 3

snouvnvAa [ sauvanws [ o [ s [ v [ e[z [ + [uanod

=

o What were you thinking when the incident happened? What feelings guded your
responses toward the mncident?
Erase this and add your reflection here. 3

Figure 2.3: Question prompts as a scaffold strategy—step-by-step (Lai and Calandra, 2010, p.
426)
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ACCOUNT INFO | ARTIFACTS | FOLIOS | HELP CENTER | CONTACT

You have no

Field Experience Reflection - Describe
tasks.

The first step of your wnting focuses on descnbing the mncident. The flowchart below
descnbes the steps you can follow to descnbe the incident. Type your wniting in the specified
text box. When finished, click "Continue =>" link to go to the next step of your wniting

(2]
[~}
<
m
=
]
&
il
trase this and add your reflection here. ;] -
=
1.1 The inadent tself

i
1.2 The activties that w
d to the incident 3
=
>
1.3 The people involved g
in the incident 7
o
1.4 The consequences g
of the incident E
-
1.5 The signifcance of g
the incident to your H

Jearning and teaching ;]

Figure 2.4: Visual writing process display as a scaffolding strategy (Lai and Calandra, 2010,
p. 427)

The result of this study found significant differences between the level of reflection of the two
treatment groups and the control group, as 80% of the writing journals were within the lowest
two levels of reflection in the control group, while the majority of the writing in the treatment
group was in the two highest levels of 81.8% for the flow chart group and 78.2% for the question
prompts group. Furthermore, the participants express their positive experience when engaging
with writing with the help of the computer-based scaffolds, as this method helped them focus

and structure their writing.

Lai and Calandra’s study findings sound promising, as it is suggested that reflection is enhanced
when it is broken down into steps and when using question prompts as this could help to focus
their writing. However, human interaction should not be neglected when engaging with
reflection. This was articulated clearly by Dewey nearly eight decades ago, when he stated that

reflection occurs within a community (Rodgers, 2002).

Another use of technology to enhance reflection is suggested by Moore-Russo and Wilsey

(2014). Their study aimed to explore novice teachers’ reflection productivity when viewing
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several animations of algebra lessons to reflect on the representation of teaching. Two groups
of novice teachers typed their reflection on an electronic discussion board, without any
instructor-provided guidelines, revealing different levels of reflection; one was able to reflect
critically, while the other did not go beyond the descriptive level. This demonstrates the
importance of providing novice teachers with guidelines and support from their teacher
educators, as some future teachers were unable to make the connection between theory and

practice.

Another study, conducted by Brooke (2014), explored and analysed the use of online virtual
learning environments to promote trainee teachers’ reflection during their school practicum.
This study found that, as a result of interacting with each other, an online community of practice
has evolved among the trainees. Moreover, while approximately 27% of their posts focus on
self-awareness and self-evaluation, most targeted a superficial level of reflection. Furthermore,
participants were able to learn through the first loop learning but they could not move and apply
the double loop cycle of their learning as they found it very challenging to adopt a new paradigm
of knowing. Nonetheless, the researcher argues that adopting VLE among trainee teachers is
beneficial in terms of providing a virtual space in which they can invest in the opportunities

that arise during the field experience and, consequently, develop their reflective thinking.

Apparently, the reason for the low engagement with critical reflection in Brooke’s study could
be due to their need to be provided with more scaffolding materials such as providing them
with some exemplars on how they could engage with high levels of reflection (Hume, 2009),
or by enhancing them to read from professional literatures, as this could promote their thinking

to reflect at a deeper level (Smith and Lev-Ari, 2005).

In fact, reaching a high level of reflection requires time and a balance of thinking individually,
which involves internal dialogue (Ryan, 2013) and sharing one’s thoughts with others (Zeichner
and Liston, 1996; Bain et al., 1999; Freese, 1999; Ryan, 2013). In this regard a study conducted
by Makinster et al. (2006) aims to examine the use of different online networking technology
in the reflective practice of trainee teachers. Students were placed randomly within three online
settings: private journal, asynchronous dissection forum, and discussion forum with support
provided by communities of expert teachers. Analysing all the posted text using a specific
coding scheme revealed that the students in the first group (private journal) achieved a better
initial reflection than the other two groups; however, the students from the other two groups

wrote some reflective posts. Conversely, only the students in the third group found great value

55



in having the opportunity to interact with experts; however, they expressed that the public
nature of the online discussion made it difficult to engage with certain topics. This study
highlights the value of writing a personal journal, as the participants were able to chronicle their
practical experiences and engage in self-reflection to a greater extent than those in the online
discussion groups. Meanwhile, the research found that the first group received more feedback

on their journals from their professor than those in the online discussion groups.

Finally, a review paper conducted by Kori et al. (2014) to review all the studies between 2007—
2012 that used technology as an enhancement learning environment to support reflection,
distinguished three types of support namely: “technical tools, technical tools with predefined
guidance, and technical tools with human interaction guidance” (p. 45). However, they found
that the use of technical support alone could not be sufficient to support individuals’ reflection;
therefore, one should consider using the technical support with predefined guidance or human

interaction guidance when planning such online environments.

This demonstrates that adopting technological tools alone cannot always foster teaching
reflection; the process and other methods used with these tools gives technology its value, in

that it has various features that can help to facilitate learning and teaching.

The following section focuses on the use of blogs to enhance reflective thinking.

2.10.3 Using blogs to promote reflection

Blogs have been used in many studies to explore their enhancement of students’ reflection.
Some studies have used informal reflection via the use of individual blogs, in which pre-service
teachers can take total control when using blogs to write their own RJs (Shoffner, 2008), while
others encourage students to engage in flexible, reflective dialogues, with students free to
choose any teaching topics to discuss (Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken, 2005; Yang, 2009;
Luik etal., 2011; Granberg, 2010). Conversely, blogs can be used as a form of private electronic
journal (Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Killeavy and Moloney, 2010); to use them more
effectively, they can be shared with peers in the community (Boulton and Hramiak, 2012).
Some issues should be considered when using such technology to enhance pre-service teachers’

reflection, which I will discuss while reviewing the relevant studies.

Adopting an informal individual reflective journal, in which pre-service teachers have total

control of their reflection topics, reflection structure, or the frequency of their blog posting has
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yielded some productive results in some aspects of individual learning. This was illustrated in
a qualitative study conducted by Shoffner (2008), who encouraged the trainee teachers to
engage with informal reflection via the use of the blogs. The informal reflection, according to
Shoffner based on conceptualisation of reflection stated by both Dewey (1960) and Schoén
(1983, 1987), includes the following elements: “practical theory, flexible structure, communal
interaction and personal expression” (p. 124). He found that engaging with the informal
reflection encourages trainee teachers to consider their previous personal experience, belief and
draw on their practical theories to understand their practice in a very flexible way with no
determined structure or a certain approach to follow. Participants interacted with one another
to clarify their understanding which represents the communal interaction as a part of the
informal reflection. Accepting personal expression and giving participants a space to express
their emotions was revealed in this study. All of which represented the informal reflection
components implemented by Shoffner to engage with reflection as a “habit of mind”. In fact,
Shoffner (2008) found that “weblogs as a reflective space offer the flexibility, personalization

and informality to support pre-service teacher informal reflection” (p. 132).

Moreover, the literature reveals that when pre-service teachers understand the meaning of
reflection and the reason they are asked to reflect on their practice through blogs, they choose
to reflect on some aspects, such as self-awareness, teachers’ roles, and practice management
(Luik et al., 2011). They are also able to reflect on both the descriptive and critical level (Yang,

2009; Luik et al., 2011). However, their blog posts were more descriptive than critical (ibid).

Meanwhile, not having a clear agreement about the meaning of reflection or the objective of
reflective practice can lead to unsatisfactory results (Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken, 2005;
Granberg, 2010). For example, one study by Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken (2005) used
blogs to support 30 pre-service teachers’ learning by encouraging them to engage in informal
communication and share their thoughts about their field experience. The results were
disappointing; many trainee teachers did not use their blogs during their practice. The
researchers reported that many lessons can be learned from this study; for example, pre-service
teachers did not understand exactly what they had to do, nor how to do it. Thus, it is essential
to reach an agreement with participants about the purpose of reflection, how one can start
reflecting, and why it is significant to engage with reflection (Divitini, Haugalgkken and
Morken, 2005; Granberg, 2010).
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Another study conducted by Granberg (2010) shows 57 student teachers’ experiences when
engaging with reflective dialogue via the use of blogs. After analysing the blog posts, this study
found that participants could be classified into three categories. The first category (A) consists
of five study groups, who merely engage in superficial discussion, the second category (B)
consists of three study groups who were able to share and develop some ideas, and the third
category (C) consists of two study groups who were engaged to some extent in the process of
reflection. The prevailing of descriptive level of reflection posts in some studies (e.g. Luik et
al., 2011; Granberg, 2010; Yang, 2009) could be explained due to adopting a collective blog to
enhance the reflective dialogue which means using the blog as a discussion forum instead of
adopting individual or personal blogs to write a complete reflective journal, as this may not

allow participants to develop their thoughts to reach a deeper level of reflection.

It is also found that relying solely on peer feedback while adopting writing journals to enhance
reflective thinking is not beneficial. This was demonstrated in a mixed methods study
conducted by Killeavy and Moloney (2010). The researchers investigated whether using blogs
to write individual electronic journals, and receiving peer feedback, would develop new
teachers’ reflection over time. The study found that the participants’ level of reflection
remained at the lower level (descriptive) with no progression. However, the researchers
admitted that they left the new teachers without support or guidance because they assumed they
already had a sufficient level of experience of critical reflection. Thus, it is essential to provide

participants with guidelines and feedback regarding their knowledge of reflection.

In fact, if the aim of reflection is to go beyond the descriptive level and reflect at a more complex
level, then the role of supervisors is essential in encouraging students to think deeply in their
practice, helping them to understand their knowledge by asking challenging questions,
discussing their concerns with them, and supporting them to think deeply to link between their
previous knowledge and their new practical knowledge (Granberg, 2010; Jones and Ryan,
2014). Some studies have shown that, regardless of the design and the structure of the use of
blogs, if the roles of the supervisors are not taken into account during student teachers’
reflection, they are more likely to remain in the stage of descriptive reflection (Reupert and
Dalgarno, 2011; Jones and Ryan, 2014).

In this regard, Jones and Ryan (2014) used two moderated online methods (unstructured
personal blog and a structured threaded discussion). The discussions were guided in the second

type of online environment. This study found a low level of reflection for both groups and the
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researchers acknowledge that providing participants with structured topics was not sufficient to
promote their reflection. Indeed, they conclude there is a need to consider the lecturer role in
terms of challenging the participants’ writing, which would help to deepen their reflection.
Likewise, a study conducted by Reupert and Dalgarno (2011), the aim was to investigate trainee
teachers’ experience when using blogs to help them with their reflective thinking on behaviour
management. This study revealed mixed responses among the participants: some considered
the method to be a valuable and supportive learning tool, while others considered it to be time-
consuming and of little value. In fact, the participants in the same study suggested receiving

feedback from the supervisor regarding their thoughts.

Another study conducted by Deng and Yuen (2011, p. 443) proposed a working framework
comprising the individual dimension of “self-expression, self-reflection” and the social
dimension of “social interaction, and reflective dialogue” (see Figure 2.5: The working
framework). They conducted their study to examine the proposed framework within two trainee

teachers’ groups.
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Figure 2.5: The working framework (Deng and Yuen, 2011, p. 443)
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Figure 2.6: The new framework for the educational affordances of blogs (Deng and Yuen, 2011,
p. 450)

The study found that the main values of blogs were “centered on emotionally charged and
social-oriented individual expressions as well as self-reflection” (p. 441). This means that the
use of individuals’ academic blogs promoted trainee teachers’ reflection, to think and evaluate
their teaching practice. However, it is found that within the social interaction and reflective
dialogue, the collective blog is mostly used to engage in social interaction to seek social support
instead of engaging with reflective dialogue. In fact, a new dimension emerged and added to
the proposed framework which is reading one another’s blogs in which this promotes trainee
teachers’ inner-reflection as reflection triggered as a result of engaging with such reading (see

Figure 2.6 of the new framework for the educational affordances of blogs).

Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (2009), on the other hand, considered the privacy of having
personal and private blogs and sharing them only with their tutor to receive feedback, and found
it to be beneficial. This study was conducted at Sheffield Hallam University and Nottingham
Trent University and found that 38 trainee teachers using blogs to write their private reflective
journal as an alternative to the traditional reflective papers had a generally positive impact on
supporting pre-service teachers’ reflective process. However, not all participants were able to
develop their level of reflection because some were reluctant to post blogs about their
experiences. In fact, after analysing the blogs’ text, two types of bloggers were identified: those
who were reluctant to post and tended to reflect at a low level; and those who blog frequently
and gradually improve their level of reflection and their ability to write critically. Indeed, it
found that a deeper level of reflection was developed over time within the students who

frequently blog.
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This finding was similar to that reached by Boulton and Hramiak (2012) who aim to explore
whether reflection in a community could enhance the reflective practices of 32 pre-service
teachers. The trainee teachers in this study had private blogs but could also share the content of
their blog posts in a community blog. During the research, tutors were able to access both the
community blog and the trainee teachers’ blogs at any time to provide them with feedback about
their level of reflection. After analysing the blogs’ text and interviewing participants, the
researchers found that there were two types of bloggers: the reluctant bloggers and the frequent
bloggers; the latter group were able to improve their level of reflection gradually during the
study. Participants in this study appreciated and valued the experience of sharing their
reflections within a community of learners, finding it useful and helpful. They were able to
share their experiences, receive advice from peers, and support each other emotionally, during

their experience.

Based on the findings of these studies, | decided to adopt personal (individual) blogs that can
be shared among the trainee teachers instead of adopting a dialogue reflective blog (a collective
blog). This is principally because it was observed (from the relevant literature) that when
engaging with dialogue reflection, participants usually seek social support (Deng and Yuen,
2011) and often reflect at a low level in the collective blog (YYang, 2009; Granberg, 2010; Deng
and Yuen, 2011; Luik et al., 2011). While adopting both of them sounded more promising and
beneficial, as Boulton and Hramiak (2012) suggested, due to the current study circumstances,
as the participants were voluntary subjects in this study, adopting the two approaches could
adversely affect the students’ motivation and effort in participating in the study as it would
result in significantly more time and effort. Given the difficult cultural and pedagogical context
of the study, | thus decided to focus on encouraging them to write and share their individual
blogs, to write critical comments on each other’s blogs and provide them with feedback from

experts.

Furthermore, | realised from reviewing the literature the importance of establishing clear and
focused objectives for both student teachers and supervisors. In my study, | conducted two
workshops to clarify the meaning of reflection, providing participants with examples and
engaging in discussions about the importance of reflection and how and when we can reflect
on our own practice. Furthermore, the main blog provided the participants with many materials
and reading resources that could help them reflect at a deep level. This study particularly
adopted the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002, p. 13), which has five major levels
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of reflection, as a facilitator to enhance trainee teachers’ thinking and as a scale for evaluating
their level of reflection. Here, | should clarify that the critical approach of reflection, which
concerns the social and ethical implications of teaching, is beyond the scope of this research.
Here | am supporting the argument of Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002, p. 11) who stated that
“reflection should not be focussed on ‘just’ the moral and ethical dilemmas of teaching, but on

any matter of professional concern to the student teacher”.

Furthermore, it is necessary to emphasise and consider the role of supervisors in encouraging
students to reflect deeply by asking them questions about incidents that take place in the course
of their teaching and giving feedback about their reflection. In my study, supervisors and me as
a facilitator encouraged pre-service teachers to reflect deeply on their practice by asking several
questions to lead them to think more deeply and giving them feedback regarding their level of

reflection.

2.11 Conclusion

The significant role of reflective thinking in teachers’ practice and particularly within teacher
education has been discussed. However, the relevant literature also highlighted the complex
meaning of reflection, which led this teacher educator to establish and implement some models

and approaches to enhance reflection.

The use of technology has the potential to promote teachers’ learning and reflective thinking;
as a substantial number of studies have been conducted to investigate the potential of using
such technologies to develop reflection levels within trainee teachers. The findings of the
relevant literature are mixed. See Figure 2.7 which summarises and categorises these studies;
however, caution should be exercised when designing such online environments. In this regard,
Kori et al. (2014) articulated that “when designing technology-enhanced learning
environments, a variety of support types can be used. Which type of support is most beneficial

depends on the type of environment and reflection activity” (p. 53).

In fact, providing the participants with the basic knowledge of reflection, knowledge of teaching
practice and furnishing them with feedback from experts was found to be vital to enhance
reflection. Considering that would be more important within the Saudi context in which such
concept is relatively uncommon. Implementing this study could give a new approach of how to
use technology to stimulate reflection and how Saudi pre-service teachers experience their

engagement with writing the online RJs. Indeed, to the researcher’s knowledge, this would be
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the first study to use technology to promote reflection among Saudi trainee teachers. One of the
aims of the study is to explore whether the use of the online RJs could support Saudi trainee
teachers to engage with reflection, and whether this would help them contribute to their learning

while engaging in their teaching practice within the school setting.
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Figure 2.7: Using technology to promote reflection
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Chapter3: The Research Design and Methodology

This chapter presents the research design. Following the objectives and research questions, this
chapter presents the research context, and then the research design in practice is explained. The
theoretical framework of the research is then presented, followed by the methodological details
of the research phases, the sampling, and the data collection techniques. Then this chapter
presents the process of data analysis, followed by an explanation of the researcher’s role and

beliefs. Finally, the limitations and ethical considerations are provided.

3.1 Objective and research questions

This study is designed to explore and understand Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences and
their supervisors’ perspectives when using technology to promote the reflection process to help
the former understand their work as trainee teachers. A combined action research framework
design with narrative analysis has been adopted to conduct this study. The sample of this study
consists of 12 elementary pre-service teachers and their supervisors at the AU in eastern Saudi
Arabia.

This study has three purposes:

1. To explore Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences when engaging with reflective
thinking frameworks.

2. To explore whether electronic reflective journals can promote reflective practice
among Saudi pre-service teachers.

3. To explore supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective journals by

Saudi pre-service teachers as a method of professional and personal learning.
This study has five main research questions:

1. Towhat extent do Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on their practice in this context?

2. What are Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes and orientations towardS using
reflective journals as a method of learning?

3. What do Saudi pre-service teachers see as impedimentary and disincentive factors
which limit the use of electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within

their field experience?
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4. What do Saudi pre-service teachers believe to be the affordances and facilitatory
factors for using electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within their
field experience?

5. What are educational supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective

journals as a method of learning?

3.2 The research context

In the research context, | present a brief background of the study setting of the KSA, then this
section demonstrates the general facts about the education system in Saudi Arabia, and this is
followed by explaining the style and the procedure of education in the Teacher Education

Programmes in KSA.

3.2.1 Brief background of the study setting: KSA

The KSA is located in the Southwest of Asia, the land area is 2,150,000 kmz, and it is considered
as the largest state in the Middle East (see Figure 3.1 a map of KSA). The total population in
2019 was 34 million (Central Department of Statistics and Information, 2020). The official

language within Saudi is Arabic and Islam is the religion for almost all Saudi citizens.

The economy in Saudi Arabia depends heavily on oil as it is considered as the second largest
oil proven reserves in the world (Sawe, 2017). However, in 2016 the 2030 vision launched by
the Saudi government aims to reduce the dependency on oil and to diversify the economic

resources.
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Figure 3. 1: Map of KSA (Source: On The World Map & Worldatlas)

3.2.2 Educational system in KSA

The first education system within KSA was “the Directorate of Knowledge”, which was
established in 1925, then in 1951, in the reign of King Saud Bin Abdulazi, the “Ministry of
Knowledge” was established which was concerned with planning and mentoring boys’
education. Nine years later in 1960, the “General Presidency for Girls’ Education” was
launched and was responsible for a number of female schools (The establishment of the
Ministry, 2019).

The education system consists of four levels which are: kindergarten (3 years), primary (6
years), intermediate (3 years), secondary (3 years) and university (usually 4 years). Lately there
were two education ministries within the Saudi educational system: The Ministry of Education
(MOE), which was responsible for general education within schools, and the Ministry of Higher
Education system (MOHE), which was responsible for higher education in universities and
colleges. In 2015 a significant change occurred when the two ministries were merged into one
ministry named the Ministry of Education (MOE) which is responsible for both school and

university education (The establishment of the Ministry, 2019).

The Saudi education system is highly centralised, which means all education policies are
planned and controlled by the Saudi Ministry of Education. This includes decisions regarding
curricula, the financial support and supervising the schoolteachers. Indeed the curriculums are

unified among all public and private schools in Saudi Arabia, and they are determined and
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developed by a certain department within the MOE (Alsaleh, 2017; Meemar, Poppink, and
Bierlein Palmer, 2018; Rugh, 2002). All subjects’ aims, goals and topics are provided in
textbooks which have to be followed by teachers in all schools. Thus the school principals are
occupying a more managerial role rather than leader role (Meemar, Poppink, and Bierlein
Palmer, 2018).

The current education system in Saudi Arabia seems to be based on a traditional style of
teaching where teacher-centred learning rather than student-centred learning is privileged (Al-
jadidi, 2012; Almazrawi, 2014; Alsaleh, 2017). Thereby students do not play an active role in
their learning, and they tend to believe that all knowledge is fixed and unchangeable (Alghamdi,
2014). Learning in Saudi is influenced directly or indirectly by culture, for example, Alghamdi
(2014) found that Saudi students often lack in their self-directed learning and their motivation

to learn and they do not usually realise that learning is their responsibility.

There were many projects launched to reform the Saudi education system, such as Tatweer
project and the Aafqg project which emphasise the importance of engaging with critical thinking
(Allamnakhrah, 2013), however, the education system remains traditional. In this regard, one
should state that the current Saudi Vision 2030 emphasised the importance of developing
students’ basic knowledge and lifelong skills that help them to meet the future labour market
needs (Education and Vision 2030, 2019). Meanwhile, within the document of the Saudi Vision
2030 there was an acknowledgement that in order to develop the current education system there
will be some barriers such as some issues within the school environment, the dependency on
traditional methods of teaching and the lack of personal and critical thinking within students
(Education and Vision 2030, 2019). Thus, to develop the current education system, careful
consideration should be sought to understand the barriers and to plan how to address them with
the importance of considering the priorities of change and giving enough time to the required
change. Developing teachers’ thinking to encourage them to evaluate their beliefs and practices
would be one of the top priorities at this stage to reform the current education system. It would
have a crucial impact on improving the students’ thinking when they are taught by thoughtful

and reflective teachers (Rodgers and LaBoskey, 2016).

3.2.3 Teacher education programmes in KSA (style of education and the procedures)
Once again, the traditional method of rote learning and the lack of support of metacognitive skills
are found also within teacher education programmes in the colleges of education. A study

conducted recently by Alnasib (2017) in a college of education at a University in Saudi Arabia
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found a lack of support for metacognition skills within lecture rooms. She explained that the
traditional method of rote learning was prevalent as well as a general concern within students of
acquiring grades by memorising knowledge for the purpose of passing examinations. Al-jadidi
(2012) found many limitations regarding the current training programme as it is based mostly on
a transmissive style of education. This limited the trainee teachers’ ability to engage actively and
critically with their practice (Al-jadidi, 2012; Alrumaih, 2016).

Within the college of education, the teacher education programme used to offer two types of
qualifications: bachelor’s certificate and diploma. The bachelor’s degree can be gained in various
fields depending on the availability of each university (e.g. junior primary classes teacher
programme, kindergarten teacher programme, Arabic language programme, Islamic programme,
English language programme). Trainee teachers study for four years and then can apply to work
as a teacher. The diploma qualification on the other hand is available for candidates who studied
in a pure field such as science or maths and when they want to qualify as a teacher, they study
for two years to gain the diploma certificate. However, many changes have occurred recently
with the education system as a whole as well as with teacher education. For example, the diploma
qualification has been cancelled from all educational colleges in Saudi Arabia. The other
bachelor’s degree of all subjects has also been cancelled within the college of education and yet,
they offer the bachelor’s degree in one established and new field named “Early Childhood
Education”, which covers the three levels in kindergarten and the first three levels in the junior
primary classes. Furthermore, the new orientation within the colleges of education in Saudi
universities is to offer more educational master’s degrees which consist of two years of study
and offer the chance for the students who have a bachelor’s degree in their main fields to be
qualified as teachers. For more information see the website (Improving teacher preparation

programs, 2019).

Within the college of education, pre-service teachers have the chance to engage with theoretical
knowledge during their studies, and they also have a chance to engage with some micro-teaching
to develop their practical knowledge. With regards to engaging with the practical aspect of
teaching in school placements, the Saudi universities follow one of two systems in their teacher
education programme of the 4-year bachelor’s qualification. The first offers the practical training
within their seventh and eighth semesters. Usually, trainee teachers have a chance to observe
and/or practice teaching once a week during the last two semesters under the supervision of their
university supervisors (Alrumaih, 2016). The second teacher education system, which is the

prevailing one, offers the theoretical knowledge during all their studies and then focuses on the
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practical knowledge in the eighth semester, which lasts for 12 weeks; pre-service teachers have
to attend four full days in each week. The IAU implements the second system of giving a chance
for students to engage with teaching in the last semester. In the 1AU school placement
programme, the first two weeks are specified for observation and trainee teachers can practice
teaching once or twice usually during the second week, then they practice teaching four full days
in each week and are supposed to be supervised by the classroom teachers as well as their

university supervisors who usually visit about four times during this semester.

3.3 Research design in practice

Reflective thinking is regarded as a valuable aspect of ongoing learning and professional
development in teaching and other caring professions (Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). Larrivee
(2000) argues that to be an effective teacher requires much more than accumulating some
teaching strategies and skills. If teachers do not learn how to reflect on their practice at a critical
level, they will not be able to deal with ill-defined and complex teaching problems (Zeichner
and Liston, 1996; Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). Indeed, reflective practice helps professionals
to deal with the complex, unique and ongoing dilemmas involved in teaching (Rodgers and
LaBoskey, 2016). Thus, preparing pre-service teachers to be thoughtful and critical about their
decisions and practice seems to be vital during their field experience (Cochran-Smith and Lytle,
1999; Korthagen, 2001; Loughran, 2008; Korkko, Kyro-Ammala and Turunen, 2016), as
reflective practice helps them to fill the gap between their theoretical and practical knowledge
when they integrate their prior knowledge into a new learning experience (Cochran-Smith and
Lytle, 1999; Korthagen, 2001). When individuals learn to ‘stop’ and ‘think’ in their teaching
practice, they avoid the biases of intuitive decision-making (Zeichner and Liston, 1996;
Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016); consequently, they will probably be able to improve their

teaching practice independently in the future (Arthur, Davison and Lewis, 2005).

While many studies have been conducted in developed countries such as the USA, Australia
and the UK, in which these studies emphasise the importance of reflective thinking within
teaching 20 years ago (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999; Freese, 1999; Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002; Hamlin, 2004; Meierdirk, 2016), reflective thinking seems to be an uncommon approach
in some developing countries for several overlapping and complex reasons. The relevant
literature contains very few studies on reflection in Arab countries, for example, one study has
been conducted in Jordan (Bataineh et al., 2007), one has been conducted in the United Arab
Emirates (Hourani, 2013), and one study took place in Yemen and Saudi Arabia (Al-Ahdal and

Al-Awaid, 2014). A few studies have been conducted in the Saudi context, such as Alrumaih
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(2016) who conducted her study within teacher education; the other studies concern reflection
within teachers (e.g. Almazrawi, 2014; Shukri and Studies, 2014; Sibahi, 2016). However,
many of these studies could not represent the reality of whether Saudi participants engaged and

understand the real meaning of reflection (see Section 1.2 for more details).

Indeed, it has been noticed that Saudi teachers are more likely to struggle when trying to make
wise decisions to address the daily challenges in teaching. These struggles could be explained
by the tendency of the MOE in Saudi Arabia to focus more on improving technical aspects of
teaching rather than helping teachers to think critically about their practice. As a result, teachers
lose the chance to grow professionally when they do not receive training in how to think
critically to improve their practice and how to develop their ability to make wise decisions to
handle professional incidents in their teaching. The absence of accountability within the
educational system might also explain why Saudi teachers are reluctant to take the
responsibilities of their teaching and the responsibilities of their learning to grow professionally.
In this regard, Alnahdi (2014, p. 3) stated that “the lack of accountability for teachers’
performance is one of the obstacles that Saudi Arabia is facing nowadays in many fields of

work, particularly government jobs”.

However, according to Solbrekke and Englund (2011), responsibility comes before
accountability. Nonetheless, responsibility comes as a result of the accumulation of culture and
values which take a long time to be improved within a certain society (Alnahdi, 2014). Thus, |
argue that encouraging reflection within teachers after explaining how to engage with it
systematically and critically probably would help to develop their sense of responsibility
gradually, regarding their decision of teaching and learning when engaging with the complexity

of teaching.

Indeed, in the Saudi context, the supervision model in the teacher preparation programme
remains traditional (Kabli, 1999; Al-Zarah, 2008; Al-jadidi, 2012), which means that pre-
service teachers do not play an active role in their learning. They are not encouraged to reflect
systematically on their practice to explore situations in order to obtain practical wisdom to make
their tacit knowledge explicit. Studies conducted by Al-Zarah (2008) and Hamdan (2015)
emphasise the gap between theoretical and practical knowledge in Saudi pre-service teachers,

in which they find it challenging to address their teaching practice issues.

71



However, there have been some attempts by various supervisors at the IAU in the department
of junior primary classes teacher programme to encourage students to reflect on their practice
using paper-based journals. However, unsurprisingly, a descriptive level of RJs was the result
of such attempt. To me, this was an expected result, considering that these students did not
understand the meaning of reflection and how they could reflect on their practice. This was due
to the fact they simply had not received sufficient guidelines, a model or regular feedback to
help them to be reflective practitioners. Furthermore, one should notice that there is a lack of
Arabic publications explaining the meaning of reflective thinking. The relevant literature
demonstrates that supervisors and their pre-service teachers should reach a clear agreement
about the meaning of reflection and how they can reflect on their practice, otherwise the goal
of integrating such an approach will not be achieved (e.g Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken,
2005; Granberg, 2010).

| argue that if the concept of reflection is introduced and integrated in a warm and supportive
environment and if they receive sufficient support on how to reflect on their practice, the trainee
teacher would learn how to reflect on their practice (Francis, 1995; Roberts, 1998; Hobbs,
2007). To achieve this, the literature shows that using technology to create an enhanced learning
environment could help to promote pre-service teachers’ ability to reflect on a deep level
(Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Deng and Yuen, 2011; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012; Daniil,
2013; Kaori et al., 2014). However, one should not rely on the use of technical tools alone;
predefined guidance and human interaction are essential to help trainee teachers reflect on a

complex level (Kori et al., 2014).

Consequently, the research design of this study must first of all consider the fact that such an
approach is uncommon, and new to the participants in the Saudi context. Secondly, there is an
urgent need to improve the current teaching preparation programme (specifically in the field of
the junior primary classes teacher programme) by introducing and integrating reflective practice
within the field experience programme in the Saudi context. All of which would help to achieve
some of the Saudi Vision 2030 aims, which mainly emphasise the importance of being
responsible citizens to represent “the ambitious nation”, and to do so, Saudi Arabian people
should start to think differently and responsibly. Taking the responsibility of developing oneself
by developing new skills, seeking new experience to ultimately become active members of
society (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016). Thus, if we want to become a productive state and not just
dependent on oil revenues (which inevitably will be drained someday), in line with the main

aims of the Saudi 2030 Vision, then there are some radical changes that should be addressed

72



within the Saudi education system (Saudi Vision 2030, 2016). This should start with developing
teachers’ way of thinking, as teachers are considered the backbone to the education system,

which in turn would provide many benefits to students and society as a whole.

3.4 The research philosophy

Addressing the research objectives is the main aim of the research design. Pring (2004, p. 89)
declares that “without the explicit formulation of the philosophical background — with
implications for verification of explanation, knowledge of reality — researchers may remain
innocently unaware of the deeper meaning and commitments of what they or how they conduct
their research”. Thus, articulating the appropriate paradigm at an early stage of the inquiry is
essential in guiding the research process (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 1998). The research
paradigm is known as “the basic belief system or worldview that guides the investigator, not
only in choices of the method but in ontologically and epistemologically fundamental ways”
(Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). In order to describe the research paradigm, | will clarify the
ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions of the current research (Guba and
Lincoln, 1994).

3.4.1 Ontological considerations

Ontological consideration is what one believes about the nature of reality (Guba and Lincoln,
1994; Ormston et al., 2014; Creswell, and Poth, 2017). The objective of this research is to
explore Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences and their supervisors’ perspectives when the
former use electronic RJs to reflect regularly on their practice, which means it is expected that

various interpretations will be produced as a result of this research.

This inquiry does not consider a social phenomenon as an external fact that one cannot reach
or have an impact on. Alternatively, it considers reality as a social construction built up on the
meaning that is shaped in and through individuals’ interactions with a constant state of revision
(Bryman, 2012; Ormston et al., 2014). This is because | believe that the reality does not have
an objective nature, in contrast, | believe that the nature of reality is seen by different people

and they construe the meaning of it in various ways (Bryman, 2016).

3.4.2 Epistemological considerations

Epistemological consideration focuses on how to understand social reality and what the basis

of the accepted knowledge in a discipline is (Bryman, 2012; Ormston et al., 2014). The

researcher’s epistemological position with this inquiry is based on constructivist interpretivism
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(Crotty, 1998). Thus, the research findings will be mainly obtained through an analysis of the
participants’ oral and written narratives (interviews and RJS) in order to understand their
experiences through their stories when they are participating actively in this qualitative action
research. The findings will also be shaped by considering and analysing the researcher’s own
reflective diary during the inquiry phases. The researcher, from this epistemological point of
view, should grasp the subjective meaning of social reality (Bryman, 2012). | believe that the
meaning is not discovered; instead it is shaped and constructed when the researcher interacts
with the participants in a certain context (Creswell and Poth, 2017). This is because pre-service
teachers are different and they will interpret the guidance and world differently, thus,
understanding the social reality would be obtained by constructing the meaning of all

participants’ experiences when they interactively share their experiences with the researcher.

3.4.3 Methodological considerations

This concerns answering questions about how the research obtains its findings (Guba and
Lincoln, 1994) and what the process of the research is (Creswell and Poth, 2017). This research
adopts narrative as a data collection method and analytical framework set within an action
research design. This means that the report about this action research will not be derived from
the researcher’s own stories alone. Instead, the participants in this study will be actively
involved and tell their stories during the inquiry when answering the in-depth interviews so that
the researcher can understand their experiences and give them a voice to improve the
intervention (which is using technology as a means to reflect on their practice); working with
rather than on or for the researcher (Koshy, 2005; Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjala, 2007). The
researcher had to be thoughtful when setting the research design in order to answer the research
questions appropriately. The decision of adopting narrative within an action research design
framework was made after careful consideration. I will clarify the reasons for adopting action
research as the main design, and then clarify why | decided to adopt narrative as a data
collection method and as an analytical approach within the qualitative action research design

framework.

Reasons for adopting qualitative action research as my main research design

Quialitative action research is adopted in this study because action research is considered to be
a very powerful tool when there is a need for improvement and change at a local level. Cohen,
Manion and Morrison (2011) highlighted the importance of adopting action research when there
is a need for change , they stated that “[Action research] can be used in almost any setting

where a problem involving people, tasks and procedures cries out for a solution, or where some
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change of feature results in a more desirable outcome.../it/ is a flexible, situationally

responsive methodology that offers rigour, authenticity and voice” (p. 334, p. 361).

In this study, I believe that the current practice of traditional supervision adopted by Saudis
should be improved by integrating and fostering reflective thinking during pre-service teachers’
practicum programme in order to help them to understand their work as a teacher. | have chosen
to adopt action research to change the direction of participants’ learning by encouraging them
to take a positive role in their own development during their field experience. By choosing this
approach, | was able to ensure that they are making some progress by providing them with
relevant resources, modules and feedback to support them during their journey when reflecting

on their practice.

Reasons for adopting narrative within the qualitative action research framework

In much research in educational settings, narrative is not only used as an analytical framework
but is also an approach that asks questions that encourage participants to tell their stories
(Bryman, 2016). In this research | adopted narrative as an analytical approach to analyse
different kinds of data (interviews, RJs, research diary) narratively, as well as designing the
interview questions based on a narrative approach (by adopting in-depth interviews; see Section

3.9.1, in which the questions stimulated the participants to recount their stories).

Understanding pre-service teachers’ experiences cannot be achieved by applying action
research alone. This is because their experiences are linked to unique cultural contexts. As
mentioned earlier in the chapter, reflective thinking is not a common concept or way of learning
in Arab countries (Alrumaih, 2016). | also note that the pre-service teachers in the field of the
junior primary classes teacher programme are reluctant to take part in this research because
they are unsure of their reflective ability and concerned about their relationships with their
supervisors, wanting to demonstrate their strengths during the field experience, rather than their
weaknesses. Indeed, they seem to have developed this negative attitude towards reflective
practice after hearing from other students (in another department) that writing a reflective
assignment is very demanding and hard work. These students have not been well supported in
understanding how to reflect on their practice. Acknowledging the complexity of the cultural
context has led me to adopt narrative methods within this action research in order to understand
pre-service teachers’ experiences through their stories. Indeed, Walker (2007, p. 295)
emphasised that “the point in action research is that change is not just an abstract construct, but

how real participants acted, learned, hoped or despaired, and changed”. Thus prompting
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participants to tell stories about specific experiences not only helps me as a researcher to
understand their complexity, but also helps the pre-service teachers themselves to make sense
of those experiences (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Webster and Mertova (2007) stated that
narrative inquiry is based on the assumption that individuals tend to make sense of their random
experiences by imposing structure on their stories. In this context, Toledano and Anderson
(2017) explain the four main aspects of a narrative (drawn from relevant literature), and how

these elements can work within a framework of action research, as shown in the table below.

Narrative aspect How narrative elements can be adopted within action research

Reflectiveness Reflections on self and on society are common within the
reflective element of a narrative. In action research, self-
narrative can influence the research process and lead to
personal growth as a part of change prompted by the research.
Furthermore, intersubjective reflection between self and others
makes narrative a valuable instrument for participative
orientation.

Cooperation Narrative is considered a socialised activity that should occur
in a democratic environment. Action research gives space to
various voices and allows all participants to give an
interpretation of the same event.

Language Bruner mentions that experience can be difficult to articulate
literally within a narrative; figurative language conveys more
of the felt meaning, and should be considered in order to fully
understand an individual’s experiences. Figurative language is
also very important in action research for the creation of
practical knowledge.

Time and space In a narrative, time and space are important for the
understanding of experiences. Change occurs over time.
Location may also help to illuminate the meaning and
uniqueness of the narrative. In the context of action research,
time and space are even more important because time helps the
development of understanding and orientation during the
research. Action research also emphasises the importance of
spatial context in understanding different points of view.

Table 3.1: Explaining how narrative can be adopted in an action research framework
(Toledano and Anderson, 2017)
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Thus, the complexity of the current cultural context can be understood by adopting narrative as
a main research method (when conducting the in-depth interviews) within a framework of
action research. To do so, one should consider the main narrative elements mentioned by
Toledano and Anderson (2017). One of these elements is the use of figurative language in a
narrative to convey felt meaning within an experience. This will probably help to produce more
practical knowledge during the action research (ibid). Another element is the cooperative
relationship between the researcher and the participants, as narrative is considered a socialised
activity. When adopting narrative within action research, this relationship helps to enrich the
inquiry with stories that reveal participants’ voices and interpretations; action research is more
concerned with acquiring knowledge with people, rather than about them (ibid). Therefore, the
use of narrative in this inquiry not only helped with the understanding of pre-service experience,
but also helped to achieve the intended practical outcomes by helping the researcher to plan the
second phase of the cycle in light of the perspectives given during the first phase. In this regard
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) state that during action research, the group of people who

are experiencing the issue should have a chance to become involved in the decision-making.

Time and space are both crucial elements of the narrative inquiry. It is important to fully
understand how certain experiences change through time. Time is an important aspect of action
research as well, bringing clarity to the development of orientation. The space or place in which
an experience occurred is also important, as it helps to contextualise a narrative structure in
order to fully understand the unigqueness of the meaning. In this respect, Toledano and Anderson
(2017, p. 9) articulate that “the spatial dimension of narratives offers to action researchers a
medium that may help them to understand the world that they are trying to change, considering

situational idiosyncrasies”.

Based on the above explanations of the philosophical assumptions of this inquiry, | regard
myself as an interpretive researcher who is aiming to understand Saudi pre-service teachers’
experiences when using technology to reflect on their practice and their supervisors’
perspectives about reflective thinking. The research questions of this inquiry focus on exploring
the participants’ experiences and perspectives. Therefore, the interpretive approach is
considered to be the most appropriate for gaining a deep understanding from a personal and
social point of view. Thus, pre-service teachers are required to share their experiences with me
as a researcher in order to help revise and develop an action plan, and this in turn resulted in a

detailed, holistic picture of pre-service teachers’ experiences when reflecting electronically on
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their practice. The interpretive research paradigm is known in educational research by other

names, such as “constructivist”, “naturalist” and “qualitative” research (Ernest, 1994).

3.5 Theoretical framework

Research design: * Qualitative action
research
Theories: * Devtey

* Social constructivism

* In-depth interviews
The research methods: * Researcher’s diary

* Reflective journals

The research analytical * Thematic narrative
framework: anawgig

Figure 3. 2: The theoretical framework of the research

Theoretical research frameworks have been increasingly used as a theoretical lens, providing
the researcher with an orientation of how to shape the appropriate research questions as well as
enlighten the researcher in how to collect and analyse research data (Creswell, 2014). As
explained in the previous section, this research design adopted narrative as the main research
method when conducting in-depth interviews to stimulate participants to tell their stories. This
research also adopted narrative as an analytical approach to analyse different kinds of data,
including in-depth interviews, RJs and research diaries, all of which was set within a qualitative
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action research framework. | decided to use a combination of action research design and
narrative because of the complexity of the current situation within the Saudi teacher education
programme and the unfamiliarity of the orientation of reflection in the Saudi education system
(Almazrawi, 2014). Thus, | adopted in-depth interviews to reach in-depth data on how the
participants understand the concept of reflection and how they reflect on their practice. On the
other hand, | adopted the action research design to introduce the intervention, which was the

use of technology to enhance reflection in the Saudi context.

Regarding the use of theories in qualitative research, Creswell (2009) highlighted that using
theories as an overall lens for the study entails starting with certain theories that inform the
research stages. Thus, the design of this research is based on the use of two theories, which are
Dewey’s theory and social constructivism theory. In this research, participants were asked to
reflect on their practice based on Dewey’s purpose of reflection “to make sense of experience
toward the end of (a) individual growth, and thus, (b) the growth and health of a democratic

society” (cited in Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016, p. 76).

Participants were asked to use the Bain model of reflection, which consists of five components
(reporting, responding, relating, reasoning and reconstructing), as a practical guide to reflect on
their practice. The process of reflection, according to Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002), is heavily
cognitive similar to the ‘scientific inquiry’ of the reflection process suggested by Dewey but in

much more flexible and nonlinear sequences.

Dewey’s scientific inquiry of the reflection consists of several phases:
e “suggestion”, which represents the initial impression of an experience,
e “naming” the issue, which includes raising and articulating some questions and setting
several hypotheses,
e “intellectualizing” a given experience and identifying its aspects,
e and “examining” such hypotheses to obtain

e “intelligent action” (Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016, p. 74).

Pre-service teachers were asked to reflect on their practice by describing the incidents and their
feelings towards the situation, linking that with the relevant literature, their skills and
experience trying to expect the action’s results, then evaluating each solution and considering
the main factors underlying the incidents or issue, and finally hypothesising and thinking about
the future practice to reach a new understanding.
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Furthermore, in this research technology was used mainly to influence pre-service teachers’
reflective thinking, as some scholars believe that the use of technology can offer a powerful
environment to support students’ reflection (Lin Hmelo, Kinzer and Secules, 1999).
Indeed “when designing technology-enhanced learning environments, a variety of support
types can be used [such as a] technical tool, technical tool with predefined guidance, and
technical tool with human interaction guidance, which type of support is most beneficial
depends on the type of environment and reflection activity” (Kori et al., 2014, p. 53). In fact,
within the social constructivism theory, Pritchard (2005) emphasised the importance of
scaffolding students’ learning, arguing that this scaffolding will support them in moving
through the zone of proximal development. This implies that the students must be given the
required support at an appropriate time and at an appropriate level. According to Pritchard, the
scaffolding could be accomplished in a number of ways, including providing the learners with
the appropriate materials to help them accomplish their tasks or suggesting a writing framework

that will help them to write in a certain style.

In this research, pre-service teachers were provided with the main blog, which consists of online
predefined guidance from the literature such as online infographics of the 5Rs (Bain,
Ballantyne, et al., 2002; see Figure 3.6 and Appendix J for the Arabic version), online
infographics of the academic reflective writing model (Ryan, 2011; see Figure 3.7 and
Appendix K for the Arabic version), some examples of RJs, and online books about teaching,

to help pre-service teachers when they reflect on their practice (see Appendix I).

Furthermore, the process of reflection does not occur in isolation but rather involves both
internal dialogue (Ryan, 2013) and the importance of interacting with others (Zeichner and
Liston, 1996; Bain et al., 1999; Freese, 1999; Ryan, 2013) which is in line with the main
principle of social constructivism theory in which it is believed that knowledge is constructed
when sharing experiences (Lin, Hmelo, Kinzer and Secules., 1999) and is developed when
interacting intellectually with others (Goodman, 1998; Pritchard, 2005). Thus, the importance
of social interactions as well as the importance of internal conversation were recognised when
designing the current research online environment. Therefore, to influence self-reflection (the
internal conversation), participants were provided with the online materials, notably the 5Rs
infographic that includes many prompting questions that support the participants to start writing
their RJs. On the other hand, the online environment was designed to encourage participants

not just to write their RJs, but also to share them with others and comment on each other’s
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blogs. Moreover, the design of the current research considers the importance of providing pre-
service teachers with online feedback from their supervisors, experienced teachers and me as
facilitator, to encourage them to think at a deeper level. This would help them to construct their
understanding of their learning about the profession of teaching with the aim to help them

develop professionally and personally during their school placement.

3.6 The relationship between Dewey’s theory, the Bain model and the unique context of
the study

In this section, I am going to explain the relationship between Dewey’s theory and the Bain
model in terms of the process of reflection, and then explain the importance of considering the
context of the study when the participants engage in reflection. All of these concepts are

represented in Figure 3.3.

Figure 3. 3: The relationship between Dewey’s theory, the Bain model and the unique context
of the study

81



r[ |- presence to experience l

—— *[ 2- description of experience ’

"Spontaneous Interpretation’

This phase Inludes ‘generating possibi

The four phases
of Dﬂwey theo [y lanatons' and ‘ramiing
selected Pypatheses" reasoning)

of reflection *[ 3 analysi of experience ](—
——

The consequent, "ntefligent
artion" that one takes

to finaly making sense

of the experlence

‘*[ 4 intelligent action /experimentation ](_

Figure 3. 4: Reflection process (the relationship between Dewey’s theory and the Bain model)

The process of reflection (the relationship between Dewey’s theory and the Bain model)

The process and the phases of reflection are illustrated in Figure 3.4, in which the link between
the Bain model and Dewey’s theory is explained. This figure explains the phases of Dewey’s
reflective thinking according to Rodgers (2002), who summarised and represented reflective
thinking in four main phases. From the figure, we can see that the second phase of Dewey’s
theory of reflection is represented by the three components of the Bain model. In this phase,
teachers usually engage in describing and explaining the incidents from their perspective based
on their background or some general knowledge, this is why this phase is called “spontaneous
interpretation” in Dewey’s theory. The third and fourth phases of Dewey’s theory (analysing
and experimentation) are represented by the last two components of Bain’s model (reasoning
and reconstructing). These involve a series of analyses and reasoning with their conclusions,
which requires individuals to engage with the available resources. They may do this by
discussing their thoughts with others, or by reading books to reach a new understanding and to

make sense of their experience, in order to reach what Dewey termed “intelligent action”.
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The importance of the context according to Dewey

According to Dewey, one of the essential attitudes that is considered vital when engaging in
reflection is “Whole-Heartedness”. This is represented by feeling enthusiasm for one’s subject,
which encompasses the content, the pupils’ learning and how the teacher’s teaching affects the
pupils’ learning. All of these three aspects exist in certain contexts of the classroom and the
school. In this regard, Rodgers (2002, p. 859) argues that “without whole-heartedness, there
exists indifference, and the energy to observe and gather information about learners and their
learning, one’s teaching and so forth is not there”. However, when teachers work in
unsupportive contexts, such as in crowded classrooms, dealing with an unfixable curriculum,

the “Whole-Heartedness suffers, and too often withers to resignation and even bitterness”

(Rodgers, 2002, p. 859).

Thus, in this study, the impediment and disincentive factors related to the unique context of
Saudi Arabia have been discussed as they emerged from the participants’ narratives when they

engaged in reflective thinking in this study.

3.7 The phases of the action research
This action research consists of three phases: the informal phase, the first phase of the main

study and the second phase of the main study. | am going to explain each phase in detail.

3.7.1 The informal phase

An informal phase took place before conducting the main study. I noticed while writing the
research proposal that one of the bachelor supervisors in the junior primary classes teacher
programme encouraged her students to write a weekly reflective journal during their school
placement. During this phase, | had a conversation with some of the pre-service teachers who
had been asked to write paper-based RJs at IAU University, | also checked some of their
reflective journal assignments directly after they completed their school training period. From
these conversations | was aiming to understand pre-service teachers’ experience, how they

perceive reflection and what they learn from reflection.

Having said that, although the student teachers’ supervisor was trying to explain to them orally
the meaning and the importance of reflection, the students could not understand the meaning of
reflection. Moreover, they did not know how to reflect on their practice and how to deepen their
reflective thinking as they did not receive continuous feedback on their written journals. Thus,

a descriptive level of reflection was dominant across their written journals.
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3.7.2 The design of the main study

The informal phase helped and informed me in how to design this action research, as | kept all

the data from the informal phase in my diary as a researcher to understand the current situation

and how it could be improved. Thus, | decided that it is essential when conducting such a study

to consider, first, clarifying the meaning of reflective thinking and, second, to facilitate the

process of reflection. All of which were considered by doing the following:

e Conducting two workshops at the beginning of the semester to clarify the meaning of

reflective thinking.

e Providing them with some online guidance from the literature embedded in the main

blog (see Appendix | and see Figure 3.5) such as:

o

Online infographics of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; see
Figure 3.6).

Online infographics of the academic reflective writing model (Ryan, 2011; see
Figure 3.7).

Several exemplars of RJs about the three topics (classroom management,
teaching strategies and learning assessment).

Other materials that were embedded in the main blog (translated video about
how to reflect, the Bain model in detail, some translated information about
reflection; see Appendix I).

Online books based on practical knowledge which include more stories and
scenarios on how one could address some teaching and learning issues. These
books focus on some of the more common issues that were noticed in the
informal phase such as classroom management, proactive teachers, effective

teaching and embracing diversity.

« Designing online environments with the support of human interactions:

o

Providing the participants with continuous feedback (from researchers,
supervisors and experienced teachers) after writing their RJs on their individual
blogs.

Encourage the participants to write critical comments on each other’s blogs.
Including the individuals’ blogs within the main blog to give the participants
more chance to read and comment on each other’s RJs (see Appendix I).
Encourage the participants to share their RJs with others to improve their

thoughts.
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o Establishment of three official WhatsApp groups (for each supervisor’s
students) to give the participants another chance to comment and discuss their
issues, as well as remind them to upload their journals and provide general

comments about their reflective journal issues.

All the uploaded online materials were translated to Arabic by the researcher; the language
accuracy of all the translations was checked by a postgraduate student who is fluent in both
English and Arabic languages and by an Arabic editor to ensure the language clarity and

accuracy for the uploaded materials.

From the informal phase, I realised that students have more incidence of some issues such as

classroom management, implementing some teaching strategies or learning issues, and issues
regarding assessment. Therefore, | decided to ask students to reflect on these topics, with two
weeks allocated for each topic. Asking the students to reflect on certain topics probably
encouraged them to interact with one another to address their issues. | advised them to focus on
their main incidents and to carefully identify them to address them intellectually instead of
explaining and describing every single event which could not help them when writing their
thoughtful RJs. The last two weeks had no specific topic so they could consider and reflect on
any aspect of their experience (see Table 3.2). However, this plan was flexible which means

that it was acceptable for participants to write about other issues if they decided to do so.

3.7.3 The design of the infographics

It has been noticed that although the reflection concept is a “complex, rigorous, intellectual,
and emotional enterprise that takes time to do well” (Dewey, cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 844),
engaging in reflective thinking is a worthy experience that leads to learning and eventually
professional and personal development (Rogers, 2001; Husu, Toom and Patrikainen, 2008).
However, when pre-service teachers do not understand the meaning or purpose of reflection, a
descriptive and superficial level of reflection will result (e.g. Divitini, Haugalgkken and
Morken, 2005; Granberg, 2010). Facilitating reflective thinking within trainee teachers is
crucial, therefore educators must “clarify the concept of reflection and implement additional
techniques that will enable students to learn and apply habits of reflective thought ... [However,
one should be aware of] how to clarify the process of reflection without falsely formularizing
or oversimplifying it” (Rogers, 2001, pp. 52, 55).
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Visualising the meaning and process of reflection was considered in this study, hoping to help
the participants to reach an understandable and comprehensible meaning of how to engage with
the reflective thinking process. In this regard it is reported that knowledge visualisation “aims
at supporting cognitive processes in generating, representing, structuring, retrieving, sharing
and using knowledge” (Tergan 2005, p. 168, cited in Draper, 2015, p. 221). My aim when
visualising the meaning and the process of reflection is not to encourage individuals to simply
“bring something to minds” but it is rather what Dewey stated that reflection includes thoughts,
feelings and actions (Husu, Toom and Patrikainen, 2008, p. 40). Furthermore this visualisation
also aims “to invite students into a process that is not so pat and organized as to be false, but at

the same time encourages them to appreciate the value of uncertainty” (Rogers, 2001, p. 52).

Thus, after deciding to use the Bain model as a practical guide for pre-service teachers, | was
aware that because of the unfamiliarity in the Saudi context of engaging with metacognitive
activities, this model would be difficult to understand and to implement. | was also aware that
the pre-service teachers would face some writing difficulties, as this was almost their first
experience of writing about themselves, their thoughts and beliefs, and sharing them with
others. Therefore, | decided to scaffold their engagement with reflection by visualising the
reflection process’s stages, based on the Bain model. This could help them with their writing
by providing them with the Academic Reflective Writing Model (Ryan, 2011) via the use of
infographics.

The following section demonstrates the steps that | followed to design the online infographic
of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002). The online infographic of the academic
reflective writing model was directly extracted from Ryan (2011, pp. 105, 108).

The process of designing the 5Rs infographic involved the following steps:

1- To visualise and represent the information involved in the Bain model, | read the
reflection components and their levels multiple times to understand the meaning of
each component and level.

2- | then summarised the meaning of each component to explain the straightforward
meaning of each component.

3- | decided to mention some of the characteristics of each level briefly within each
component.

4- | then added the prompting questions as other authors have found that using these

questions helps to enhance participants’ reflective thinking.
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5- I added some pictures to visualise the aspects that the participants should engage with
during each component. For example, for the first stage | added a pen and paper,
which represented their need to report what was going on. | also added a heart to
represent the strong feelings that would be expected during this stage, when they may
be experiencing problems and do not know how to tackle them. The reasoning
component, on the other hand, involved more reading and the need to think carefully,
in order to balance the whole situation and to make links between various factors that
could explain the initial reasoning and the solutions to the current incidents.

6- Emojis were added to represent the expected feelings during each component, to send
the message to the participants that feeling confused and uncertain is expected and
acceptable when they engage in reflecting.

7- Then | evaluated the infographics by asking two of my colleagues to provide me with
feedback, | was advised to add more pictures to visualise the meaning of each
component. For example, | used puzzles to represent the uncompleted vision of the
meaning of the issues in the first stage, and explained that this would become better
when engaging in other reflection stages (Relating and Reasoning). This vision was
then represented by the use of light in the Reconstructing component — this
represented the idea of reaching a new understanding that would enlighten their

thoughts as teachers.
On the other hand, the design of the reflective writing infographic was extracted directly from
Ryan (2011, p. 105, 108). I just added an example of two writing samples to explain the

differences between reflective writing and descriptive writing.

In the final stage | translated the two infographics and sent them to one of my postgraduate

colleagues whose major was English, to check the accuracy of the translation.
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Reflective Thinking
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Reflective Practice Guidelines

First stage Describing,feeling,identifying the problem

Reporting (Level 1,2,3)
Report what happened or what the issue

or incident involved.

Why is it relevant? %')

Responding(Level 1,2,3) /

Expresses the writer feeling.

Make a judgement regarding the incident.
1Poses a question or identifies a problem.
(] .

) -

Second stage

.
\
|
|
L

What's happening here?
Why it is important?

How do | feel about it?

What is the real problem?

Linking with skills ,experience literature &expecting the action's results

Relating (Level 1,2,3) /""“\.\ 7'
Makes a connection between the incident J) <\\ e o
or issue and the writer's own skills,experience, * \ iy

learning or understanding,rationale of using

certain strategy. Have | seen this before?

. Were the conditions the same or different?
Do | have the skills and knowledge to deal
' with this? Explain
: : What is the rationale of using certain
v strategy?

Third stage

Evaluating each solution & considering the main factors

Reasoning( Level 1,2,3) ?f?

Highlight in details significant factors
-I- =

underlying the incident or issue.
Why do | use cerram srrafegy to solve the
problem?

Explain and show why they are important to
understanding of incident or issue.

Refer to relevant theory and literature

to Support your reasoning. : What are alternatives solutions?

' What are the ? ositives and negatives of
' ‘ the strategies you describe?

' Q/

v PaN i

What are the limitations of the strategies?

Fourth stage

Hypothesising ,thinking about the future practice &reaching a new understanding

2
Reconstructing (Level 1,2,3) — @ I -— - —ﬁ\— ?
-

= L =3 )
What is really the key issué?

Hypothesise about different possible
responses/actions.

Reframe future practice and show

I How would | deal with this next time?
new understanding

What might work and why?

SUCCESS,

. " What might happen if ---?

Are my ideas supported by theory?

What other said about the issue?

What | really believe ?

Can | make change to benefit others

Figure 3. 6: Online infographic of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002)
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Reflective writing tips

)

What it

S
What it ISN’T ecﬂve writing?

Reflective

This picture makes me feel so sad for the poor
man sitting on his sofa. The man looks devastated

what looks like a terrible storm. | wonder how
he Il rebuild his life? | wonder if he lost any family
member last year when a tornado almost touched
down in our nelghbourhood an how scared |
was lf were there, trY to help

ng to eat. Ma vbe peo e

fike " thls wlllcret together to try to build stronger
houses that don't fall apart like this.

The reader knows a lot about
your reaction to the picture,
what questions you're asking
about it and how it relates to
your life experiences.

Not reflective

A man is slnlng in a chair inslde what used
to be se. He's wearing a white shirt
and blue [eans There is debrls all over the
place and houses is heavily damaged. The
man looks sad. He is sitting on a beige sofa.
The Y cloudy. There aren't any other
Deople N the picture.

The reader doesn't learn
anything by your essay. She's
seen the picture, too. She has
no idea how you feel or wha

you think about the picture

Academic Reflective writing
Model(Ryan,2011)

t has been believed that
refactive writing s conmpie
and difficult to master

language which car
ite reflective journals based
N Bain et al. 200! odel

Adcacrer therre (Ae> bk

e grerrt sarael BEemprorrred

!

PEprer et v rrrer s Cwnaprprerrtivnsy ersdedoreee)

- Language of companison/contrast. ©
Tanrly . saralibee. Juamt mm. ... fr G

ricare>

Feardraferrea rrvcac res-thverrree Cuvarve-sops carsed

amal re
-

explanation
- rame e

- Adectival groups w appraise and
Ahow ovidence. o8

Ctimctyptivemct creih PimIly rrecrtivasted Clmun

Wan evidence of

- Adtvertial mroups 1o show
ek iresy o> Ferrvem C2OOS

reanon. o

B
™~

- Future tense verbs (o project futare
. .

I antend to. ... 1 will

> conmider
FETS———

Tote: Bold tent catemories from Bain of al. (0035

Ryan(2011.108) suggested some
questions that can be used to
Tdentify how the language
the text achieves the | purpo«’ tor
exam:

%ues‘hons are used to identify
ow the language in the text
achieves the purpose

(2) How does the writer indicate that they are reporting on, and responding to
» something that they were involved in or observed?
(Use of personal pronoun *I; use of thinking and sensing verbs)

(2) How does the writer indicate how the incident played out?
(Use of temporal language, e.g. first, then, afterwards)

(3) How does the writer show their knowledge of the discipline/subject matter?

(Use of technical or subject-specific nouns and noun groups

naming words)

(4) How does the writer relate this incident to other similar incidents or personal
experience? (Use of comparison/contrast language; draws on practical examples)

(5) How does the writer reason and explain why it happened the way it did?

(Use of causa
things happened;

al language; adverbs and adverbial groups to explain when, where or how
references to literature and practice as evidence)

(6) How does the writer make judgements about things they observed?
(Use of particular kinds of adjectives or describing words to describe the people or the task

or the setting)

(7) How does the writer use succinct language to get their ideas across?
(Use of nominalization turn verb into noun to say more with less words)

(8) How does the writer show that they are thinking to the future and how they will
reconstruct and apply their new knowledge?
(Use of future tense; adverbial groups to describe conditions under which something could

be done)

Figure 3. 7: Online infographic of the academic reflective writing model (Ryan, 2011)
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The main action research consisted of two phases: the first phase lasted for four weeks and the

second phase lasted for eight weeks. See Table 3.2 for more information about the timetable of

the plan for writing the RJs.

Weekl Week2 Week3 | Week4 | | Weeks | Week6 | Week7 | Week8 | Week9 | Week10 | Week11 [ WeekI2
Observing | Observing Teaching
school school
teachers teachers
+ Teaching
Contacting | Attending Attending
participants | the first the
workshop second
workshop
Writing the Writing Writing RJs Writing RJs Writing RJs about Writing
first RJ The about teaching about any topic Reflecting
about Classroom Second strategies or assessment on their
management RJ about Learning reflection
Classroom
Management
' D> I >
The first phase The second phase

Table 3.2: The two phases timetable within the main study

3.7.4 The first phase of the main study

This phase lasted for four weeks and focused on first contacting the participants, introducing

and explaining the meaning of reflection as well as asking the students to write their first journal

on classroom management. During this phase two workshops were conducted in which the

following aspects were considered:

o Explaining the meaning of reflection by presenting some relevant translated knowledge

about reflective thinking from the relevant literature.

« Clarifying the importance of engaging with reflection to highlight to them the reason

behind this project, by for example explaining the difference between reflective teachers

who regularly reflect on their practice and make careful decisions, to others who teach

on a routine basis and repeat the same mistakes.

o Discussing with the students how to reflect on their practice.

« Explaining to them their role when they decided to volunteer to participate in this study.

o Clarifying to them what kind of support they will get when participating in this study.

« Giving the pre-service teachers a chance to ask any questions or for clarification about

any aspects related to this project.
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« Providing the students with some information about the relevant ethical issues such as
their right to protect their privacy and their right to withdraw from this study with no
consequences (see 3.14 for more details about the ethical considerations).

In the first workshop, all of the above was discussed briefly to give the pre-service teachers
general information about the current project. Then, the trainee teachers who liked the idea of
reflection attended the second meeting to get more information about the project and to sign

the relevant ethical papers.

In this phase | asked the trainee teachers to write their first RJs on two stages within two weeks
(at the end of week 3 and in week 4). The first stage aimed to cover the reporting, responding
and relating levels and the second stage covered the reasoning and reconstructing levels based
on Bain’s model (see Table 3.2). This is because of various reasons which are:
o Reflective thinking is not a common way of learning or thinking within the Saudi
context.
o Pre-service teachers do not have enough experience of teaching, so they need time to
practice teaching, to read and learn about the issues that they encounter.
e Saudi pre-service teachers in IAU lack knowledge of classroom management, so they

need time to read about these issues.

3.7.5 The second phase of the main study

This phase lasts for eight weeks and during this phase, participants were asked to write a
complete journal rather than writing them in two stages. Participants were given a chance to
contribute to the plan of the second phase of this study by asking them about their experience
when writing their first journal. Most of them articulated that writing in two stages was helpful
in their first journal, however, it would be more meaningful to write a complete journal in the
second phase of this study. They suggested writing a complete journal on the first week of each
suggested topic to cover the five components of the Bain model and to improve it after receiving

feedback from professionals and peers on the next week of each topic (Research diary).

This means that within both phases (the first and second phases) there were several cycles where
the participants had to write their journals then receive online feedback. As a follow-on step
they had to modify their journals based on this feedback.

However, what happened was that many participants wrote about more than one issue in their

journal for some of the suggested topics, so | asked them to focus on one incident in each
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journal, thus they wrote another journal on the same topic. Reema, on the other hand, was able
to write a reflective journal on every week. Thus, the number of the total written journals varied
among participants. For example, all participants wrote six journals while Reema wrote eight,
and Rana uploaded just five journals because she had maternity leave for two weeks (see 4.1.2

for more details).

At the end of the semester, participants were asked to reflect on their reflection by answering

some questions regarding their experience when engaging with reflection.

3.8 Participants

This study used a convenience sample of 12 primary school pre-service teachers at the IAU.
The sample was small and homogenous as all of the participants were in their fourth year and
from one field (junior primary classes teacher programme). Convenience sampling is
considered as a dominant strategy within qualitative studies. Cohen, Manion and Morrison
(2011) explain that convenience sampling is about choosing the individuals who are accessible

at the time, and the researchers usually choose the sample which is easy to access.

The procedure for selecting the participants went in two stages, and took place in the first week
of the semester. In the first stage of this study, I had individual meetings with three supervisors
to explain the aim and the objectives of this study as well as their role when they agreed to
participate in the project. The decision of choosing the three supervisors (Dr. Noor, Dr. Samira
and Dr. Afnan) was made because of the following reasons:

« All three supervisors were interested to participate in this study as they believe in the
potential of reflective thinking, indeed Dr. Noor informed me that she already
completed research about reflective thinking in the Arabic language and she will submit
the paper soon. Thus, | assume that the supervisors had the desire to engage actively in
this study, although all of them, especially Dr. Samira and Dr. Afnan, were
overwhelmed by their academic and administrative responsibilities.

e | have a good personal relationship with all of them as we work at the same

college (College of Education).

The second stage involved sending an invitation through the Blackboard system to all pre-
service teachers who were being supervised by the three mentioned supervisors. In the
invitation, | explained to them the general idea and asked them whether they are interested in

attending a meeting where the aim and the objectives of this study will be explained in detail.
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My previous plan was to accept the first ten registered students, however, | could not reach an
agreement with the administration officials in the department of teacher education programme
about how we could encourage students to engage in this study, as | was planning to replace
one of their requirements with the reflection requirement or give them at least five grades as a
bonus to encourage them to participate in this study. Thus, | decided to invite and accept as
many as | could, in case they changed their mind and dropped out of the study as their

participation was voluntary.

During the first meeting, the total number who attended the first meeting was 41, as follows:
17 of Dr. Noor’s students, 18 of Dr. Samira’s students and six of Dr. Afnan’s students. In the
following second meeting, a total of 28 pre-service teachers attended the second meeting and
agreed initially to participate in this study: ten of Dr. Noor’s students, 14 of Dr. Samira’s
students and four of Dr. Afnan’s students. However, at a very early stage of the study, eight
students withdrew, then, later, eight students withdrew after writing the first part of their RJ
and/or conducting their first interview; 12 participants luckily remained until the end of the
study (see Table 3.3).

Although I contacted the withdrawn students to understand the reason behind their withdrawal
and to try to offer them some support to help them continue participating, the majority of pre-
service teachers who withdrew at an early stage mentioned that they would like to participate
but because of time constraints, as they were overwhelmed by so many tasks to complete and
some of them were busy with their personal life, they preferred to withdraw from the study.
The other students who withdrew after writing the first part of their RJ or being interviewed,
two of them (Ruba, Alanoud) mentioned that it was hard for them to continue as they could not
improve their writing to write thoughtfully on their incidents, three of them (Raneem, Rawan
and Basma?) articulated that writing these journals was challenging and they would try to write
them again but they never came back, two students (Zakia and Rouda) mentioned that they have
a family reason to withdraw, and finally Zohoor could not continue because she was very busy
with extra hours on top of the school placement to complete in the university to graduate at the

end of the year, so she decided to drop the study.

The participants who took part in this study may have had a personal interest in engaging with
online reflective thinking, especially after being extremely disturbed by the reality of teaching
and realising that many other teacher training students in diverse other international contexts

and situations, deal with their issues more systematically and thoughtfully, at least according to
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the extant literature. Furthermore, it was noticed that the participants who were in supportive
groups in their placement school remained in the study whereas the other pre-service teachers
who were placed in unsupportive groups (and did not have the interest to engage with reflection)
withdrew from the study. The group was self-selecting and therefore is inherently and
unavoidably biased only in the sense however, that within the group, those of the self-selection
may have more implicit interest in technology and in learning about reflective thinking. |
therefore acknowledge the bias within the group on the basis of their self-selection and consider
this to be a limitation. However, this is not a particular issue in this study because the research
IS not aiming to generalise to a population, it is only aiming to explore and to represent
participants’ experience in detail, to a very high degree and to the extent that great richness in
the study and its design therefore allow other future researchers to transfer research of such a
study to a different population.
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Supervisor name Pre-service name Status Time of withdrawal
Dr. Noor Sultanah Remain -
Nourhan Remain -
Aldana Remain -
Mona Remain -
Rawan Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ
Basma Withdrawn At a very early stage
Sultanah2 Withdrawn At a very early stage
Raneem Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview
Lamees Withdrawn At a very early stage
Najow Withdrawn At a very early stage
Dr. Samira Marwa Remain -
Rana Remain -
Hanan Remain -
Asma Remain -
Kholoud Remain -
Nada Remain -
Zohoor Withdrawn After the first interview
Zakia Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview
Sarah Withdrawn At a very early stage
Basma2 Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview
Amjad Withdrawn At a very early stage
Rouda Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview
Reham Withdrawn At a very early stage
Ashjan Withdrawn At a very early stage
Dr. Afnan Reema Remain -
Haifa Remain -
Ruba Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview
Alanoud Withdrawn After writing the first part
of RJ and first interview

Table 3.3 Study participants in the main action research (supervisors and pre-service teachers)

Communication with the experienced teachers, who participated in this study to provide the
pre-service teachers with some online feedback, was through a well-known teachers’ supervisor
(Nadia) in Riyadh city. I got in touch with her and | explained to her my project idea and she
welcomed the ideas of this project and offered her help by nominating some of her effective

supervised teachers. | contacted about 14 teachers and explained the idea to them by sending
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WhatsApp messages, six replied that they were happy to offer their help. The total number of

teachers was seven (one teachers’ supervisor, six teachers), see Table 3.4.

Teacher name | Age | Degree Major(s) Teaching experience | Career
Nadia 54 Bachelor’s | Geography 30 years Teachers’
supervisor
Lujain 34 Bachelor’s | Arabic 11 years Teacher
Dema 1 33 Bachelor’s | Special 5 years Teacher
learning
Dema 2 47 Diploma | Maths 28 years Teacher
Susan 45 Diploma | Maths 20 years Teacher
Rahaf 45 Master’s Religion 18 years Teacher
Mashael 39 Bachelor’s | Arabic and | 14 years Teacher
social studies

Table 3.4: Study participants in the main action research (experienced teachers)

The total number of participants was 12 pre-service teachers, three supervisors, and seven
experienced teachers. Although the sample was small, it was sufficient for a narrative study
which is concerned with obtaining rich narrative stories from a highly homogeneous sample
(Ritchie et al., 2013) to understand pre-service teachers’ experience and their supervisors’

perspective when the former reflected electronically on their practice.

3.9 Data collection techniques and sources
This research adopted several qualitative methods (see Figure 3.8) to understand pre-service
teachers’ experience and their supervisors’ perspective when the former engaged in reflective

thinking via their electronic journals.

Data was collected using many methods, which are the following:
o Pre-service teachers’ in-depth interviews (in three stages)
e Supervisors’ in-depth interviews (at the end)
e Pre-service teachers’ journals
« Official documents

e Researcher’s diary
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e Observing the individuals’ blogs

« Reflecting on the reflection requirement from pre-service teachers

In this research, the in-depth interviews were considered as the main methods used to generate
narratives that would help to understand the participants’ experience when engaging with
reflection. These interviews were conducted several times during the pre-service teachers’ field
experience to explore how they make sense of reflective thinking when using electronic journals
to reflect on their practice as a learning method. These multiple in-depth interviews helped to
ensure the sequence and progression of themes which represent their personal experience
(Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2008). All the research methods triangulated with each
other to generate more stories and in-depth data regarding participants’ reflection. Andrews,
Squire, and Tamboukou (2008) stated that the researcher could triangulate the interviews by
looking for evidence elsewhere to enrich the interview data. A number of methods were used
to answer each research question (see Table 3.5 for more details about what research methods
were used to answer each research question). Furthermore, transcriptions of electronic journals
were rated to evaluate pre-service teachers’ ability to reflect at a complex level. The data from
journals are also used to reach an in-depth understanding of how the current participants engage

with reflection.
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Research design:
Qualitative action research

Research methods:

Pre-service teachers' in-depth interviews (in three
stages)
Pre-service teachers' journals
Researcher's diary
Online observations
Official documents
Supervisors' in-depth interviews (at the end)

Reflecting on the reflection requirement from
pre-service teachers (at the end)

J/

Figure 3. 8: Research methods used within the research design
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The connection between the main research methods and their effect during the research phases

The informal phase The first research phase The second research phase
Informal interviews First interviews Second interviews Third interviews
+RJs+RD +RJs+RD +RJs+RD +RJs +RD
I\ /N\ /N /\
N /
N
\///A M >
/ /
Reading pre-service teachers’ RJs Asking the participants follow-up questions based on
and discussing their experience of writing these their previous interviews and RJs
journals

Helped to understand pre-service teachers’ holisti
Helped to design the intervention of the P HRACISIANG pro-satvice Toachels: HOLSHG

) experience and how they may have changed during
main research

their field experience

Figure 3. 9: How the research methods helped to inform each research phase

Figure 3.9 represented how the research methods helped to inform each research phase. In the

informal phase, reading the participants’ reflective journals and discussing their experience of

completing their written journals helped me when designing the intervention of the main

research. For example, | noticed their unawareness of the meaning of reflection and their

negative attitude towards reflection. Thus, | designed the main blog and uploaded many online

materials to try to explain the meaning of reflection. Furthermore, | provided the participants

with several online books to help them broaden their horizons. Moreover, providing the
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participants with online professional support was vital to support them while reflecting on their

practice.

Within the main research (the first and second phases) | adopted follow-up questions while
interviewing the participants by asking questions based on their previous interview and their
RJs to help me as a researcher to understand how the participant may have changed during their
field experience. For example, pre-service teachers mentioned in their first interview that they
faced some difficulties regarding identifying their incidents. In the second interview I asked the
participants about this issue, whether they overcame this problem or not and how they dealt
with this issue. Furthermore, | discussed with the participants some of the issues mentioned in
their reflective journals, how they identified them, and their technique for reaching the

solutions.

Writing the researcher’s diary while conducting this research helped me to focus carefully and
to be more thoughtful about the study by reflecting on certain situations and drawing concept
diagrams that could explain participants’ experience when engaging with reflection (see section
3.9.5). All of that helped me as a researcher to understand the holistic experience of the

participants during their field experience.
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Research question

Tools to answer the question

Time

RQ1: To what extent do Saudi pre-service
teachers reflect on their practice
in this context?

Pre-service teachers’ journals

During the study

Pre-service teachers’ interviews

In three stages

Online observations

During the study

Researcher’s diary

During the study

RQ2: What are Saudi pre-service teachers’
attitudes and orientations towards using RJs as
a method of learning?

Pre-service teachers’ interviews

In three stages

Pre-service teachers’ journals

During the study

Researcher’s diary

During the study

Reflecting on the reflection

At the end of the study

Official documents

At the beginning

RQ3: What do Saudi pre-service teachers see
as impedimentary and disincentive factors
which limit the use of electronic RJs as a
method of learning within their field
experience?

Pre-service teachers’ interviews

In three stages

Pre-service teachers’ journals

During the study

Online observations

During the study

Researcher’s diary

During the study

Reflecting on the reflection

At the end of the study

Official documents

At the beginning

RQ4: What do Saudi pre-service teachers
believe to be the affordances and facilitatory
factors for using electronic RJs as a method of
learning within their field experience?

Pre-service teachers’ interviews

In three stages

Pre-service teachers’ journals

During the study

Online observations

During the study

Researcher’s diary

During the study

Reflecting on the reflection

At the end of the study

RQ5: What are educational supervisors’
perspectives on the use of electronic RJs as a
method of learning?

Supervisors’ interviews

At the end of the study

Researcher’s diary

During the study

Table 3.5: The research methods used to answer each research question
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3.9.1 In-depth interviews (pre-service teachers/supervisors)

In some research, narrative can emerge from qualitative interviews spontaneously and these
raw data can be analysed narratively. However, in other researches, stimulating participants to
tell their stories is planned intentionally from the beginning of the study to generate stories and
to analyse them narratively (Bryman, 2016). The design of this study concurs with the second
orientation of focusing on stimulating participants’ narratives when interviewing them three
times during the study (for the pre-service teachers) and at the end of the study (for the

supervisors).

The use of qualitative interviews, generally speaking, is considered as a powerful way for the
researcher to explore and investigate individual experience in depth and in detail (Cohen,
Manion and Morrison, 2011; Seidman, 2013; Denscombe, 2014). Kvale (2007, p. 5) states that
“[an] interview is literally an inert-view, an interchange of views between two persons
conversing about a theme of common interest”. These conversations enable participants to
express how they consider situations from their own perspectives (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison, 2011).

In this research, | have chosen the in-depth interviews as a fundamental research method to
answer the research questions, as I aim to explore and understand participants’ experience
regarding using electronic journals for reflection as a method of learning. This will help to gain
an in-depth insight into how pre-service teachers view their experience of using technology to
reflect on their practice. The in-depth interviews are usually set up with the aim of covering
certain topics or issues but in a more flexible way which allows the researcher to ask more
questions to get in-depth insights. This kind of interview is generative in which the participants
may go further to generate some new knowledge in terms of suggestions of solutions for a

certain issue, for example, during the interview (Legard, Keegan, and Ward, 2003).

The researcher should play an active role to collaboratively engage with participants when the
researcher actively listens, digests the interviewee’s answers, and asks appropriate questions to
engage participants to express their thoughts deeply (Legard, Keegan and Ward, 2003). This
brings us to the third feature of the in-depth interview which is its interactive nature; this helps
to seek more detailed accounts and in-depth data instead of receiving general responses
(Legard, Keegan and Ward, 2003).
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In this research, | have used probing questions to encourage the participants to narrate their
experience in a more flexible way (see Appendix C and Appendix D for the Arabic version).
Therefore, formulating questions such as “Can you give me an example?” or “Tell me more
about when...” is a good way to encourage participants to talk about their experience in depth
(Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou, 2008). For example, one question was: “Tell me about your
teaching experience in the classroom after reflecting, through your e-journal, on a certain aspect
of your teaching practice”. A discussion then followed on some of their e-journal reflective text
to reach in-depth data. Further questions were: “Can you give me examples of challenging
incidents while writing your electronic journal to reflect on your practice?” The participants
were also asked about the factors that they think facilitate their reflection process with the
following questions: “Tell me about factors that help you to think deeply when reflecting on
your practice via your e-journal”, “How do you think these factors help you to do this?”, “What
do you think about using technology as a means to reflect on your practice?”, and “How do you

think using technology could help or hinder your engagement in reflective practice?”

The “follow-up” questions technique was adopted while interviewing the current participants,
not only during each interview but also as a way to seek more evidence and to understand in
which ways the trainee teachers might have changed during the three interview stages. In this
regard, Hollway and Jefferson (2000, p. 36) explain that “the follow-up questions constructed
should be as open as possible and framed so as to elicit further narratives”. In fact, | tended to
check each participant’s previous interview before conducting the following interview, as I
represented their interviews in a visual graph to clarify each participant’s experience (see Figure
3.11), and | also tended to check their RJs to ask them a follow-up question about their specific
experience. For example, asking them about their experience regarding “identifying their
incidents” when they reflect on their practice and how they dealt with this impediment factor
(as it was emerged as an impediment factor during the first interviews). In fact, conducting the
multiple interviews was vital to ensure the sequence and progression of themes in which it
helped to understand participants’ experiences and in which ways they may have changed

during their school placement.

Pre-service teachers’ multiple interviews were carried out in three stages during the course (see
Table 3.6): near the start, in the middle, and at the end. Each interview lasted between 45 and
60 minutes. On the other hand, the supervisors’ interviews were held at the end of the semester.
Their interviews were concerned with knowing how the supervisors perceive the experience of

reflective thinking as a supervisor, whether using technology as a means of reflection was
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beneficial or not and why, as well as asking them about the facilitating and impediment factors
that were noticed when asking the students to reflect on their practice (see Appendix E and

Appendix F for the Arabic version).

All interviews were recorded using an MP3 to increase the internal reliability of the data by
storing all conversations accurately. Recording interviews helps the interviewer by allowing
him/her to not get distracted by writing notes during the interviewing (Bryman, 2016); see
Appendix Q for a sample of an interview in Arabic. The interview was in Arabic as it is the
native language of all the participants. | then transcribed all of the recorded interviews in a

Microsoft Word document. | then just translated the data used in this study.

Week | Week | Week | Week Week | Week | Week | Week | Week | Week | Week | Week
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

First interview Second interview Third interview

Table 3.6: The three stages of interviews

3.9.2 Blog journal transcripts

The majority of qualitative research is represented in the form of some kind of text (Cohen,
Manion and Morrison, 2011; Bryman, 2016). For example, when researchers conduct
interviews in their research, they end up working on a written text. In this study, however, the
text is generated not only from the interview transcripts but also from pre-service teachers’
journal reflection in their blogs. The transcripts of the blog journals were analysed based on
the 5Rs Reflective Writing Scale (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002).

The model 5Rs Reflective Writing (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) was employed as an
analytical framework to analyse pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking levels for several
reasons. Firstly, the model contains five gradual phases to enable the measurement of the
student teachers’ reflection levels. Secondly, unlike other reflection models, this model has sub-
levels that offer more accurate measurements regarding student teachers’ reflective thinking
levels. The five levels of the reflection scale are described in Table 2.2. See Appendix O for a
sample of a participant’s journal transcript and see Appendix N for an example of an evaluated

RJ based on Bain’s model.
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3.9.3 Official documents

Official documents derived from the state can offer vital information for social researchers in
the form of statistical reports or other textual materials (Bryman, 2016). In this research, | used
two official documents from the state university (IAU) related to the Junior Primary classes
teacher programme. One of these documents has information about the whole programme in
terms of the aim and the previous requirements of entering the programme, and some
information about giving compulsory and optional modules (see Appendix A). The second
document was related particularly to the school placement training programme. The document
has information about the aim, previous requirements of the training programme and the time
plan. Furthermore, the second document clarifies the role of all people who are involved in the
training programme and finally the same document explains the assessment procedure in some
detail (see Appendix B). Reading these documents carefully helped me to link the current
research findings with some information in the official documents to help me when interpreting
the current study findings. For example, from the official documents it was clear that reflection
has not been mentioned explicitly or implicitly within either document. Thus, | used that as
evidence of the absence of the general orientation to engage with reflective thinking as a
fundamental part of the school training programme in 1AU in the field of the Junior Primary

classes teacher programme.

3.9.4 Online observation

Observation is considered as a highly flexible method to collect data in that it allows the
researcher to have access to participants’ interactions in a social context (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison, 2011). Online observation was used to understand pre-service teachers’ experiences
through how they interact with each other, how they respond to the online feedback in their
blogs, and how they discuss their ideas in the official WhatsApp group. It was also used to
observe the quality of the online comments given by others such as experienced teachers and

peers. | kept a diary to record all of that on a regular basis.

3.9.5 Researcher’s diary

| kept a diary from the early stages of this study when conducting the informal research phase
and continued to write down notes during the whole study. In fact, the researcher’s diary is used
with other data sources to contribute to answering all the research questions (see Table 3.5).
Writing the research diary in this research concurs with Bennett, Glatter and Levacic, 1994 p.

301), who believe that research diaries include three writing approaches. First “it includes a log
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of all the activities and decisions in which the writer has been engaged”. In this regard, the
majority of daily activities and the decisions that had been taken were reported and labelled
with the day and the date. |1 wrote my thoughts, beliefs, planning and all the important events
on paper, as | kept a notebook with me everywhere, then when I went home | wrote my thoughts
down in Word program to organise my diary (see Figure 3.11). This includes reporting the
online observation and how the participants interact with each other and how they respond to
the given comments. Second, according to Bennett, Glatter and Levacic (1994 p. 301), the
research diary, “can involve a free-flowing account where the writer reflects on some aspects
of the log at the end of a busy day by writing up some aspects in more detail”. In my diary, I
was reflecting on some aspects of the study. For example, I wrote down my thoughts and
feelings after interviewing the participants, or when they contacted me asking for help or more
clarification. | also reflected on some aspects of the study when highlighting the possible
reasons that could explain some situations, such as writing the possible reasons why there was

a negative feeling among pre-service teachers about reflection in the informal phase.
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Figure 3. 10: An extract of the researcher’s diary




Finally, a research diary “may include a record of a particular situation or event in which the
writer has been actively involved and wishes to describe” (Bennett, Glatter and Levacic, 1994,
p. 301). In this research, | also concentrate on some severe situations and wrote a diary to fully
explain them and to help me when interpreting the findings of this study. For example, |
reported the situation at the beginning of the main study when the pre-service teacher was
worried and unsure about their ability to reflect on their practice, that time was hard for me as
well, as | was overwhelmed by so many phone calls, emails and messages asking me whether
their level of reflection is acceptable or not. In my diary, | explained what type of difficulties
they face, the reasons behind them and how they improved. This helped me to ask for more
explanation from participants when conducting the forthcoming interviews. Over time, writing
the research diary helped me to link the ideas together as | started to draw some graphs to
represent each candidate’s thoughts and how they progressed during the study (see Figure 3.11),
as well as drawing a diagram of the whole research idea by linking the ideas together (see Figure
3.12). In fact, these graphs helped me when coding the research data while conducting the

analysis.
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Figure 3. 11: An example of the researcher’s diary regarding participants’ thoughts

The aim of keeping the reflective diary was not only to reach in-depth data and thoughts but

also to manage the insider issues, as | consider myself as an insider researcher who shares the

experience of reflection with the participants. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2011) stated that

when participants, as researchers and practitioners, reflect regularly, they become more aware

of their feelings, thoughts and beliefs that they have which could affect the conducted study. In

fact, reflexivity is considered as “a major strategy for quality control in qualitative research”

(Berger, 2015, p. 219). See Section 3.11 for more details.
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Figure 3. 12: The researcher’s diary at the end of the study

3.9.6 Reflecting on the reflection

Reflection is considered as an available tool within qualitative research to give the participants
a chance to express their thoughts and feelings that would be hard to reach when using other
research methods (Creswell, 2014). At the end of the semester, | asked the pre-service teachers
to reflect on their whole experience of engaging with reflection by sending them certain
questions to help them to express and explain their thoughts (see Appendix G and Appendix H
for the Arabic version). The reflection on reflection questions include asking participants, for
example, about how they feel that they have changed, to express their thoughts about
unexpected difficulties and how they overcame them. | asked them to reflect on their reflection
as a final step in this research to compile the achieved data with other data sources to get an in-
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depth understanding about their experience, particularly at the end of the research (see

Appendix P for a sample of RoR in Arabic).

3.10 Analysis of data

The aim of my research is to understand pre-service teachers’ experience and their supervisors’
perspective when using technology to enhance pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking and how
they changed professionally and personally while reflecting on their practice. To do so, a
thematic narrative analysis (Polkinghorne, 1995) was adopted with the use of an analysis
method framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006) to analyse the research data (see
Table 3.7 for more details about Braun and Clarke framework). The focus of narrative analysis
“shift[s] from ‘what actually happened?’ to ‘how do people make sense of what happened?’”
(Bryman, 2016, p. 589).

Paradigmatic data analysis is common among qualitative researchers (Kim, 2015). It aims to
recognise the common themes among several stories (Polkinghorne, 1995), by covering the
commonalities that appear among different resources of data (Kim, 2015). In this regard,
Polkinghorne (1995, p. 13) articulated that “the paradigmatic analysis of narrative seeks to
locate common themes or conceptual manifestations among the stories collected as data. Most
often this approach requires a database consisting of several stories (rather than a single story)”.
These themes can be informed by certain theories deductively or can emerge from research data
inductively (Polkinghorne, 1995), and themes can also be “derived from the predetermined foci
of one's study” (Kim, 2015). In this research the main themes were derived from the main
research foci, represented in the research questions, however, the sub-themes and the process
of coding emerged inductively from the research data. | identified the sub-themes based on
commonalities present across all of the data. To manage the data analysis, | adopted the analysis

method framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006).
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N Phase

Description of the process

1 Familiarising yourself

with your data

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading

the data, noting down initial ideas.

2 Generating initial codes

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic
fashion across the entire data set, collating data relevant to

each code.

3 Searching for themes

Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data

relevant to each potential theme.

4 Reviewing themes

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded
extracts (Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2),

generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.

5 Defining and naming the

themes

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and
the overall story the analysis tells, generating clear

definitions and names for each theme.

6 Producing the report

The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid,
compelling extract examples, final analysis of selected
extracts, relating back of the analysis to the research
question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the

analysis.

Table 3.7: Six phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 87)

| transcribed all the interviews by myself on the same day or the day after conducting the

interviews then | revised all the transcriptions very carefully before analysing them (after

completing the data collection and coming back to the UK), as | reviewed all the transcriptions

to make sure that there were no mistakes, which increased the accuracy of the data. This resulted

in being more familiar with my data as | also wrote memos and my initial idea about them while

reviewing the transcription. | kept all the data in the original language (Arabic) and just

translated the data used in this research. This decision was made to avoid the limitation of losing
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the meaning and thus to enhance the study’s validity (Van Nes et al., 2010). | read the data
several times and started coding all three stages of pre-service teachers’ interviews, supervisors’
interviews and then coding the RJs, my diaries which contained the online observation and

finally the RoR requirement. All of these analysed data were in the form of narratives.

| then decided to gather the codes into meaningful sub-themes and to locate them in their main
themes to answer the main research questions. Sub-themes and codes within themes were
reviewed consistently in terms of the relations between them to avoid the overlap that could
occur between them. These themes, sub-themes and codes were analysed in hermeneutic ways
in which they represented description themes that hold across the stories (Lieblich, Tuval-
mashiach and Zilber, 1998; Polkinghorne, 1995). According to Polkinghorne (1995, p. 12), the
paradigmatic analysis resulted in “descriptions of themes that hold across the stories or in
taxonomies of types of stories, characters, or settings”. Nonetheless, the analysis was not a
simple identification and description of particular themes, but included the explanation of the

relationships within them (Polkinghorne, 1995).

| then revised the meaning and the translation of all the themes, sub-themes (codes) and sub-
codes as well very carefully. | contacted my colleague (a TESOL postgraduate student) and
discussed the meaning of each code and sub-theme and the relevant data to reach an accurate
translation to represent the meaning. At the final phase of data analysis, | chose the quotes to
represent the meaning of each code or sub-code in the research report, linking some of these
codes to the relevant literature, illustrating the meaning of the whole data to answer each
research question and synthesising the data to understand its entire meaning. In Table 3.8 an

example of the use of thematic analysis is given.
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Time constraints

Sometimes, the time is tight and | cannot find the time to
think and write...because sometimes | have to handle my
teaching plans and the extracurricular activities as well as
the reflective journal. With this, | feel that 1 am under
pressure in terms of time.

Lack of writing ability

It was hard for me to link my ideas to each other...I do not
know how to sequence my ideas...I think to overcome this
problem | need to read more and to have a look at the
examples on the main blog and to see my peers’ journals...I
also need to revise my journals after writing them.

Difficulty Sometimes, when I ask myself many questions | feel like I am
of lost, with so many answers...thus, when I get confused...I
identifying | like to speak up and talk about my issues with my friends.
— some This makes the reflection easier for me.
é incidents
2 Inflexibility | We were asked to assess the students in terms of certain
C3D skills such as their ability to communicate and their
= Lack of proficiency in diction. However, they never explained this to
3 thinking us, neither in the curriculum nor in the teachers’ guide
53 skills book...So how can we do this?
g, Inability to | Being asked for more thinking after implementing and
= speculate assessing certain solutions was often hard for me, especially
when | had found very good solutions. | feel that it is hard
to think about alternative solutions...because | found the
solutions that work for me after thinking carefully...and then
I have to think about other situations. I feel like I got stuck
with this kind of question.

Resistance to use blogs as
a means of interaction

My friends shared their journals in the online group for the
whole students who are in the last semester of their study...
but they did not receive any critical comments... They just
tell them that your journals are beautiful we liked them and
we liked your solutions.

External

factors  that

affected student

In each class, you will find a couple of special needs
Students...and there is usually one special education teacher
in the whole school who can support these students’
learning needs...but 1 do not know what exactly she is
doing...there is no connection between us... and there is no
clear plan....

Table 3.8: Demonstration of coding impedimentary factors themes

With regards to the participants’ level of reflection, as mentioned before this research adopted

Bain’s model of reflection which consists of five levels of reflection, thus, this model is used
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to rate the participants’ reflective thinking. All blog transcripts for each journal were coded and
analysed based on a five-point scale (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) to measure the reflection
level of each journal. The model 5Rs Reflective Writing (Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002) provides an assessment of the depth of reflective thinking. It consists of five categories:
reporting, responding, relating, reasoning, and reconstructing. Each component consists of
several levels (see Table 2.2) which offer more accurate measurement to evaluate the
participants’ RJs. The model was employed to evaluate all individual e-journals and each e-
journal was rated according to the highest level reached within the entry. In the first stage of
the analysis, | used colours to analyse each journal, with a certain colour for each component;
then, I drew a diagram for each journal to visualise the concepts related to each component (see
Appendix M). All the transcribed journals were then evaluated by another reviewer, after sitting
and discussing Bain’s model of reflection (see Appendix L, the Arabic version of Bain’s
model); all journals that we did not agree on were sent to a second reviewer. In fact, when
answering the first research question (To what extent do Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on
their practice in this context?), | synthesised the meaning from various data sources which are
the research diary, RJs, pre-service teacher interviews and online observations and | presented

the answer to this question in a thematic way to understand the participants’ experience clearly.

3.11 Researcher’s role and beliefs

Based on my previous experience as a pre-service teacher and my work as a former teacher and
then as a lecturer and supervisor in a college of education, | hold a particular view about the
current situation in our educational and supervision system. For example, I have noticed that
some teachers and the majority of pre-service teachers are struggling in their practice when
having to deal with the complexities of teaching situations. Indeed, | have had a chance to work
as a supervisor of trainee teachers, and | realise that they tend, when facing any problems, to
wait passively for direct advice to address the teaching incidents they encounter. Thus, I believe
that current educational supervision should be improved and this could be achieved by
integrating the reflective practice into the programme. Together this has given me a passion to
conduct this action research to explore participants’ experiences narratively when they are using
technology to reflect on their practice. During this research, | was aware of my feelings,

thoughts, knowledge, and my passion to improve the current situation.

In fact, during this study, | played the role of a facilitator, supporting participants to reflect at a

deep level. | worked with supervisors cooperatively by having regular meetings to read pre-
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service teachers’ online journals and discuss their incidents to support them during this
research. This includes providing them with regular feedback on their RJs, posing various
online questions, and offering online comments to encourage them to reflect at a complex level.
| played also the role of a technical facilitator by supporting the pre-service teachers when they

seek technological help on using the blog to reflect on their practice.

Thus, concerning my position during this study, | believe that 1 am both an outsider and an
insider, but that 1 am closer to the latter. Dwyer and Buckle (2009, p. 61) believe that “we may
be closer to the insider position or closer to the outsider position...we cannot fully occupy one
or the other of those positions”. I am an outsider in terms of acknowledging that I cannot
understand pre-service teachers’ full experience when they engage with reflective thinking and
fully understand what kind of difficulties they face, how they face these difficulties and how
they benefit personally and professionally overall. Thereby, by conducting this study | was
hoping to understand their experience when hearing their own stories and when interacting with
them actively to reach in-depth insights about their thoughts and feelings regarding reflection
(Dwyer and Buckle, 2009).

However, | am more insider in terms of being familiar with many aspects of the Saudi cultural
context under study, and because | have developed knowledge when engaging with the relevant
literature and when sharing the current participants’ experience when playing the facilitator role
to help the pre-service teacher to write RJs at a deeper level. Although being an insider
researcher has its positive aspects of being more familiar and having an in-depth understanding
of participants’ lived experience of the current research (Berger, 2015), it has its challenges of

subjectivity and biased issues within qualitative research (Greene, 2014).

To manage the insider issues, | used self-reflexive techniques by writing the researcher’s diary
(see 3.9.5) to separate my attitudes, beliefs and knowledge from the knowledge that was formed
by the participants (including myself, the pre-service teachers, and the supervisors), and the
knowledge that was formed by myself as the researcher. In this regard, Cohen, Manion and
Morrison (2011, p. 359) believe that “reflexivity is the self-conscious awareness of the effects
that the participants, as practitioners and researchers, are having on the research process, and
how their values, attitudes, perceptions, opinions, actions, and feelings are feeding into the
situation being studied”. Therefore, I kept a daily diary to describe any incidents and to reflect
on them, | also reported my thoughts, feelings, and any challenging events that | faced during

this study. This helped me to manage my insider issues as well as to understand how my beliefs
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or actions could influence the research results and this consequently helped me to deepen my

thoughts and develop personally and professionally as a researcher.

In this regard, it is believed that personal growth of action researchers is considered as a vital
part of the change associated with such inquiry (Stokols, 2006; Toledano and Anderson, 2017).
In fact, | believe that engaging with participants to understand their experience in interactive
and narrative ways creates an empathetic relationship between me, supervisors as facilitators,
and pre-service teachers as reflective practitioners, which resulted in being more flexible and
open regarding participants’ thoughts, beliefs and perspectives, all of which helped me to

understand the new social reality (Toledano and Anderson, 2017).

3.12 Limitations

This research has some limitations that should be considered when interpreting the study
findings. One of the limitations related to my dual role in this research as a researcher and
facilitator when working with pre-service teachers’ supervisors to influence the participants’
reflective thinking. This could have had an impact on the pre-service teachers’ participation
when they tried to meet the researcher’s and their supervisors’ expectations. To illuminate this
issue, | was clear with the pre-service teachers from the beginning of the semester that
participating in this study would not affect their grades at the end of the semester. | was aware
that my role could influence the research findings and thus to increase the objectivity in this
study | had my reviewers who helped me to rank the RJs. Furthermore, to address this limitation,
| kept a diary to reflect regularly on my thoughts and actions and to separate my thoughts and
beliefs as a researcher from my thoughts and beliefs as a participant who facilitates the pre-

service teachers’ reflective thinking (see 3.9.5).

Some of the other limitations related to the current research context such as the following:

The current research includes only 12 pre-service teachers, three supervisors and me as a
researcher and facilitator. In qualitative action research, this may be considered as a very small
number of participants, however, having 12 pre-service teachers with their supervisors in this
study was sufficient when considering that this research adopted narrative as a research method
(to gather the data) and as an analytical framework (to analyse the data), in which telling their
stories over three stages during this study generated in-depth data meaning. Analysing them
based on a narrative analytical framework helped me as a researcher to understand their complex

experience when they engaged with writing their online RJs.
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The current research was limited to female participants because of cultural reasons. The
education system in Saudi Arabia segregates between males and females in both school and
university studies. Thus, it would be impossible for me to have face-to-face interviews with
male pre-service teachers nor have frequent meetings with the male supervisors. Therefore,
having the sample from both genders was inapplicable due to these cultural reasons, and |

assume new findings might emerge when having the sample from both genders.

The short duration of the study, about 12 weeks, was a limitation for the time needed to engage
with reflection effectively. The first two weeks are designed by the college of education to allow
pre-service teachers to observe other schoolteachers and to teach one or two lessons in the
second week. In the second and third weeks, all participants attended two meetings about
introducing and explaining the concept of reflection. Over nine weeks, starting from the third
week, they started teaching (for four full days) and engaging with writing their online RJs and,
in the last week, they wrote their RoR requirement. Meanwhile, developing reflective thinking
and writing skills requires time and effort to be obtained and realised. However, the findings
highlighted some changes in the participants’ attitude and orientations and how they adopt new
methods of learning when learning how to teach effectively. Indeed the current teacher
education system was limited to the nine weeks of real teaching engagement and thus the
ministry should consider giving the pre-service teachers a chance to engage with teaching in the
related schools for a longer period, perhaps start practice teaching over one year on their seventh
and eighth semester. This would allow future research to implement such research over a longer
period, which probably has more implications and could influence the participants’ thinking

further.

All the participants in this study were from IAU University and are studying in the programme
“Junior primary classes teacher” in the School of Education. This means that conducting this
study with other students in other departments within the college of education or even in
different schools such as in the health care field may lead to different findings. This is because
the students from other fields may experience reflection differently. As a result, this is another

factor that might affect the generalisation of the current research.

In fact, | admit that generalisation of this qualitative research study would be limited, and in this
case researchers (Gibbs, 2007; Creswell, 2014; Creswell and Poth, 2017) have stated that the
main aim of conducting qualitative research is not to generalise the findings but instead the

value of conducting such research is to reach developed themes and understanding of a specific

119



context. Thus it is crucial within qualitative research to provide the reader with thick and
detailed description, so the reader can decide if the findings can be generalised to another
situation (Schofield, 1996, p. 200, in Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). | have reported the
findings in the form of narratives that would help to represent the participants’ experience as
this brought thick and in-depth descriptions. | cannot claim that this research can be generalised
but there is probably some commonality between the students in IAU and other universities’

students in which some findings could apply to other Saudi university students.

3.13 Reliability and validity

Within the history of education research, validity and reliability are considered as key tools to
evaluate the quality of qualitative research (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjél&, 2007). However,
“validity...should be seen as a matter of degree rather than an absolute state” (Gronlund, 1981,
cited in Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 179). According to Cohen, Manion and
Morrison (2011, p. 179), “reliability is a necessary precondition of validity, and validity may

be sufficient but not necessary condition for reliability throughout a piece of research”.

Gibbs (2007) suggested several procedures to address the reliability of research such as the

following:

Checking the transcription to make sure that no obvious mistakes occurred while transcribing
the data. In this regard, | transcribed the interviews immediately after conducting them on the
same day and | wrote some comments on them to help me to generate more questions when
conducting the later interview. Then before | started analysing the data (when | came back to

the UK after completing the data collection).

I reviewed all the transcriptions carefully and repeatedly to make sure that | did not miss any
sentences and to make sure there are no mistakes during my transcription. | also wrote my

thoughts as memos on them to help me when | started coding them.

Furthermore, making sure about the accuracy of coding and that there is no drift in the meaning
of the established codes while coding the other research data. This could be achieved by
constant checking of the data with the codes as well as by writing explanation and memos of
each code and its definition (Gibbs, 2007). In my study, | was aware of the importance of
writing memos and clarifying the meaning of each code. Furthermore, | reviewed all the
generated codes with my colleague who is fluent in Arabic and in English to ensure that each
code represents the relevant data and there is no shift in the meaning, as well as checking the

accuracy of the meaning of the translation.
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The other strategy that | adopted to increase the reliability was evaluating all the RJs by another
reviewer and sending them to a third reviewer when we did not reach an agreement regarding

the rated level; this helped to decrease the bias and increase the accuracy of this research.

Creswell and Poth (2017) and Creswell (2009) articulated that qualitative validity involves
checking the accuracy of the research results by following some particular procedures. In this
regard, Creswell recommended using multilabel procedures to assess research validity. In this

research, | adopted many strategies to increase validity such as:

Using a rich and thick description of the data (Creswell and Poth, 2017; Creswell, 2009). The
use of stories being told in three stages and combining that with the other data sources such as
written journals and the researcher’s diaries, all of which provided the reader with thick and
rich data which would help to understand the participants’ experience when they engage with

reflective thinking, this adds to the validity of the research.

Another strategy was used to increase the validity, which is conducting the study in Arabic,
which is the mother tongue of all participants, all the research methods were in Arabic. | also
kept all the data in Arabic and translated just the extracted and the used data in this research.
The translation was checked by an external expert (reviewer) to ensure the accuracy of my

translation.

Using member checking by taking the final report of the qualitative research or some themes
of the study and asking the participants for their opinion about them and whether they are
accurate and represent their thoughts would increase the validity of the study (Pitney, 2004;
Creswell, 2009; Birt et al., 2016; Creswell, and Poth, 2017). After completing the research
analysis, | sent the main emerged themes with some descriptions and the practical theoretical
framework to three of the participants, and | asked them about their opinions and checked with

them the meaning accuracy of these themes.

Self-reflection by being honest and clarifying the bias that the researcher brings to the current
study increases the validity of the research (Creswell, 2014; Creswell and Poth, 2017). During
this research | kept a reflective diary to report my thoughts, feelings, any planning or evaluating,

| kept that also to manage my insider issues (see Section 3.9.5 for more details).

Nonetheless, “the ‘truth’ might not be anything permanent, standing, constant, unchangeable
or stabile. Rather, it might be something shifting and transient” (Heikkinen, Huttunen and
Syrjala, 2007, p. 18). Thus, Heikkinen et al. (2012) and Heikkinen, Huttunen, and Syrjéla

(2007) suggested a new way to evaluate the quality of action research from a narrative
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perspective by considering the five following principles:

1. Principle of “historical continuity”, which is about answering the questions of “how has
the action evolved historically?” and “how logically and coherently does the narrative
proceed?”” (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjala, 2007, p. 8). In this research, the history of
action had been considered by reviewing the literature related to the use of technology
to enhance reflection (see Section 2.10) as well as reviewing all reflection studies
conducted in the Saudi context. Furthermore, the informal phase of this research
considers how the students and their supervisors engaged with reflection. Lessons have
been learned and considered when designing and conducting this study. Furthermore,
the research report was logically written as it enlightens how the participants changed
personally and professionally and it also highlighted the causes underlying such changes

or stories (see Chapter 4).

2. Principle of reflexivity, which is about clarifying the natural relationship between the
researcher and the participants, clarifying the ontological and epistemological stance,
the transparency of explaining the research methods (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjéala,
2007, p. 8). During this research | have been aware of my own beliefs and thoughts and
how that could affect the participants’ action and thoughts, thus, I kept a diary to reflect
regularly and to consider and separate between what | wish to happen and what is going
on in the research. | have explained my role as a researcher/facilitator with the other
participants in section 3.11. Moreover, the research philosophy has been clarified in
section 3.4, as the research ontology considers reality as a social construction built upon
the meaning that is shaped in and through individuals’ interactions. My epistemology is
guided by constructivist interpretivism. The research report was consistent with my
philosophical position. The research methods that have been used in this research such
as the official documents, the three stages of interviews, and the RJs were described in

detail and mentioned in the report of this study.

3. Principle of “dialectics”, which can be achieved by explaining how the researcher’s
insights developed, how the research represents the other voices and how authentic these
stories are (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjald, 2007, p. 9). My insights as a researcher
have been developed during the current research. For example, | thought that by offering
all of the online materials and with the online feedback, participants would be able to

engage with writing their RJs at a thoughtful level, however, the reality was more
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complicated and thus I learned that one should consider the cultural factors that may
affect participants’ reflection as well as considering the individual differences among
the participants when providing them with the support to help them reflect at a deeper
level. Furthermore, the research report presented different participants’ voices. For
example, different orientations towards reflection found among the participants,
different needs of support. Indeed, some of them aired their voice to the authority by
giving their opinion about the current education system and how things should be
reconsidered to improve the teaching and learning in Saudi schools. In the research
report all participants’ stories are presented in their genuine form to represent the
participants’ thoughts. Member checking was implemented as a way to check the
authenticity of the main findings’ interpretation by asking three participants from the

three different group levels to review and comment on them.

Principle of workability and ethics, about whether the current research succeeds to
create a workable practice, what kind of critical discussion does this research bring and
how the current research dealt with ethical issues (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjalé,
2007, p. 9). The findings of this research stated that developing reflective thinking
ability within Saudi pre-service teachers was possible as they developed their direction
to emerge thoughtfully with their practice by identifying and addressing them with
others openly after participating in this study. This research contributes to the practical
knowledge by suggesting a practical framework to engage with online reflective
thinking (see Figure 5.3 for more details). Furthermore, this research discussed the
dominated power that could affect pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking. For
example, through their stories, the participants articulated that they were overwhelmed
by so many duties when being treated as actual schoolteachers, not as trainee teachers
who need support and time to learn and to reflect deeply on their practice (see
section 5.2.2).

Principle of evocativeness, which concentrates on knowing how the findings touch the
reader’s emotions (Heikkinen, Huttunen and Syrjald, 2007, p. 9). | would leave the
evaluation of such principle to the audience by engaging with the narratives reported in
the research findings. These stories speak about themselves as they involved
participants’ feelings and thoughts in which one can imagine what the participants went

through and how they overcame many of their difficulties.
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3.14 Ethical considerations

Ethical consideration is mainly about finding the balance between the pursuit of truth and
considering participants’ rights and values (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2011). Indeed
ethical consideration should be integrated into all research stages, starting from the early stage
of research when deciding the research aim (by considering the nature of the sample and
choosing the appropriate methodology), during the research (when considering ethical issues
regarding recording and using research data) and finally considering ethical issues after
collecting the data (by thinking about the possible consequences for the individuals who took

part in the research) (Oliver, 2010; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011).

Therefore, and based on the ethical guidelines provided by the British Research Association
(BERA, 2011), all aspects of ethical issues have been considered related for example to persons
who may participate in the study, the knowledge and democratic value. Thus, before conducting
this study the ethical approval was obtained following the NCL guidelines by clarifying the aim
and procedure of this study. Additionally, I obtained an official permission from both NCL and
IAU to conduct this study.

Furthermore, the research aim, purposes and the process of the research were explained for all
participants as all participants were given the Participant Information Sheet and were given an
opportunity to discuss participation before being asked for their written consent. To explain the
research aim in detail | conducted two meetings at the beginning of the research trying my best
to explain the idea of reflection by comparing between the reflective teacher and the one who
does not usually reflect. | emphasise that we as human beings should learn from our experience
by stopping, thinking to analyse and deciding the future practice instead of repeating the same
mistakes over and over. During these meetings, | tried to widen pre-service teachers’ horizon
to consider the other aspect of their learning to take advantage of their school placement to
grow professionally rather than focusing all the time on gaining grades. This was a very
important step to explain the reason and the necessity of their participation in this study, as
facilitating the idea of reflection and clarifying the purpose of their participation was crucial to

meet the ethical principle when conducting such research within the Saudi context.

During this study, all data provided by participants remained confidential and was used for the
academic purpose of meeting the proposed research aim. When analysing data, pseudonyms
were used to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. All data was stored in a secure personal

computer that was only accessible by the researcher and on which all documents and logins
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were password-protected, to ensure privacy for all participants. Furthermore, these data were

destroyed after completing this project.

During this study some ethical issues have arisen in terms of my dual role as a researcher and
a facilitator, managing the insider issues was considered during this study as I act as a researcher
and as facilitator, thus, | tend to write my diary to reflect on my research (see Section 3.9.5 for

more details).

The other issue was regarding the possible impact of supervisors’ participation on the pre-
service teachers to make their decision when they decide to withdraw from the study. | was
aware that pre-service teachers may have concerns regarding their participation and their
relationship with their supervisors, however, | have made that clear for them from the beginning
of the study as | inform them that their engagement in the study is voluntary and they have the
right to drop out of the study when they want and there will be no consequences in doing that.
Indeed, as mentioned in section 3.8, the initial total number of participants was 28, then eight
of them withdrew at a very early stage and another eight withdrew after completing the first
part of their RJs and/or were being interviewed and thus 12 of the participants remained to the

end of the study.

Furthermore, I was aware that the supervisors’ participation could somehow affect the level of
reflection within pre-service teachers when they hesitate to write about their incidents or
mistakes, this is mainly because of the fact that Saudi students are concerned more about their
grades and do not want to disclose their weakness during their teaching training in their school
placement. However, this issue was overcome by offering the current participants a secure
atmosphere to encourage them to reflect on their practice at a deeper level without concerning
the impact of engaging in reflection on their grades. We (me as a researcher and facilitator and
with their supervisors) encouraged the pre-service teachers to express their thoughts clearly and
honestly and we emphasised that this will not affect their assessment at the end of the semester.
Furthermore, we offered them some exemplars of other European students and how they wrote
about their issues on their RJs to their supervisors, to enlighten their perspective and to
reconsider their relationship with their supervisors in a different way. All of which resulted in
what the findings of the current study highlighted, as it found that participants were very explicit
when writing about their incidents which was not common with other previous Saudi students

when they have been asked to reflect on their practice (see Section 4.5.3 for more details).
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Another ethical issue was raised regarding collecting the online journals and the online
comments, particularly concerning the privacy and confidentiality of the participants. Bryman
(2012) stated the importance of giving careful consideration when dealing with anonymity,
confidentiality, and the informed consent issues particularly when using websites which are
accessible to members of the public. To address these issues, the research emphasised that
participating in this study is voluntary and the data will be used to meet the research aim and
there is no potential risk of involvement in such activity. To protect their privacy, they have not
been asked to provide any personal or private information when writing their online blogs or

comments.
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Chapter4: Results and Analysis

This chapter presents the results of the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experience and their
supervisors’ perspective when the former engaged with writing their online RJs as a method of
learning during their school placement. The analysis of the research data resulted in five main
themes corresponding to the five research questions. The first theme focused on the level of
reflection reached by the pre-service teachers and the nature of the feedback received
throughout the study, while the second concerned the trainee teachers’ attitude and orientations
towards teaching and reflection. The third and fourth themes were about the facilitating and
impedimentary factors which emerged during the study that hindered or encouraged their
reflection. Finally, the last theme concerned the supervisors’ perspective about reflective

thinking.

4.1 To what extent do Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on their practice in this context?
The first research question focused on determining participants’ level of reflection before and
after receiving feedback. It also highlighted participants’ different needs of support when
engaging in writing their RJs. To answer this research question, all participants’ journals were
coded before and after receiving feedback based on Bain, Ballantyne, et al.'s (2002) model.
These categories and their abbreviations are described in Table 4.1. Each journal is coded

according to the highest level achieved within the journal.

Data was collected from participants’ online RJs, the interviews with pre-service teachers and
the researcher’s reflective diary.

The name of the The
components in Bain, abbreviation
Ballantyne, et al.’s (2002)
model

Reporting

Responding

Relating

Reasoning

Reconstructing
Table 4. 1:The abbreviation of Bain, Ballantyne, et al.’s(2002) model levels

o|lr|wn|lvo

Trainee teachers were asked to write RJs (RJ in the tables) about serious incidents in three areas:
classroom management, teaching strategies/learning, and assessment. They were also asked to

write other journals about any other incidents with no specific focus. Participants wrote in one
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or two journals in each area. This meant that the number of written journals varied among them.
For example, most participants wrote six journals while Reema wrote eight, and Rana uploaded

just five journals.

Indeed, the majority of participants wrote their second journal of each area after responding to
the online feedback, as they sometimes discussed more than one idea in their first journal of
each area. Rana, however, who just managed to write five journals, had certain circumstances
as she left for two weeks after writing the first part of her first journal for maternity leave.
Reema, on the other hand, was very enthusiastic and able to identify many incidents during her
teaching, and thus she wrote two journals in each area. In this regard, it was noticed that Reema
had more ability than the other students to identify and address her problems, as she was eager
to read many resources to tackle them. Her supervisor mentioned that Reema is amazing and
has a natural born talent to be a good teacher; in this respect, Dewey believes “the attitudes that
the individual brought to bear on the act of reflection could either open the way to learning or
block it” (cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 858), and this could explain the reason behind the
withdrawn orientation among some participants at the beginning of the study. Their attitudes
varied, and this affected their participation. Considering the various written journals in this
study, and how these might have affected the emergent themes in this study, a member checking
technique was used to improve the validity of the study. Many researchers stated that member
checking can increase the validity in qualitative research (Pitney, 2004; Birt et al., 2016), by
“providing the study’s participants with the data or interpretation of the results so that they can
verify their accuracy based on their experience” (Pitney, 2004, p. 26). See Section 3.13 for more

details.

All participants wrote RJs associated with the suggested topics, except Reema, whose first two
journals were about teaching strategy because she could not find a serious issue in the area of
classroom management. Kholoud also wrote about teaching strategy in her fifth journal, which
was supposed to be on assessment issues. On the other hand, Rana and Kholoud’s first RJs
focused on themselves not on students or the class. Furthermore, the current participants
sometimes wrote about special needs issues and inclusion as it was considered a very serious
incident that they faced during their field experience. For example, Hanan wrote in her second
journal about “The student with ODD”, Asma and Nada wrote about special needs assessment
in their fifth journals, and Aldana wrote in her fourth journal about the learning difficulties of

students with special needs.
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4.1.1 Explaining the reflection levels for the first reflective journal

The first RJs were written in two stages. The first stage aimed to cover the Reporting,
Responding, and Relating levels and in the second stage they had to cover the Reasoning and
Reconstructing levels. Thus, the first writing attempts can be seen in the first row of Table 4.2,
which represents the analysis of the first journal (see Table 4.2 Analysis of first journals for all

participants).

It appears from the table below that all participants, except Haifa and Nourhan, were able to
write at the Relating level. Indeed, Hanan reached the Reasoning level from her first attempt.
Nourhan wrote just on the Responding level while Haifa wrote on the Reporting level by just
describing the incidents. Haifa and Nourhan reflected at a lower level compared to their peers
with their first attempt, and apparently did not use Bain’s model when writing their journal.
However, after responding to the feedback and using the model, the level of their journals
improved. With their first attempt to write a complete journal, and after responding to the
feedback, engaging with the relevant books, and completing their journals, three participants
were able to reflect in the Reconstructing component in their first journal and the others were
able to write in the Reasoning component. Nada, on the other hand, could not go beyond the

Relating level.

Moreover, after responding to the second round of feedback, four of the participants were able
to deepen their reflection to tackle the Reconstructing component. Thus, it was noticed that all
participants, apart from Nada, were able to write at the level of the highest two components of

Bain’s model when writing their complete first journal on classroom management issues.

This is probably because these pre-service teachers were eager to gain useful knowledge on
how to manage their classroom effectively, as they rarely had the chance to learn or discuss
these issues while studying at university. Indeed, here, they had the chance to read a variety of
thought-provoking books largely based on practical knowledge, and to discuss these issues with
their peers, which helped them both to understand the nature of childhood and to make wise
decisions based on their new understanding. With this, during the second week, the majority of
the participants managed to test the alternative suggested solutions and to make decisions based
on their new understanding. It should be noted that one factor that encouraged the students to
participate in this study is related to writing the RJs on classroom management and having the
chance to read from the practical books available on the main blog. In fact, the trainee teachers

certainly lacked basic knowledge of the topic and had many issues regarding the students’
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behaviour at the beginning of their teaching experience. Furthermore, participants spent from
two to three weeks writing their first RJs in the classroom management area, and this gave them
more time to reconsider their issues deeply as they had a chance to read and interact with others
to reach a new understanding regarding their incidents. For example, Marwa stated in her first

journal:

At the beginning of my teaching experience, | felt nervous, but at the same
time, 1 was happy when receiving my timetable... | thought at the beginning
that | would be able to manage the classroom effectively if | rewarded the
good behaviour by giving the students some gifts and sweets, which would
encourage them and make them love my class.

So, I went to the class holding many gifts, showing them to the students to
encourage them to commit to my class rules. When | started, after greeting
them and telling them the class rules...chaos ensued in the class and | realised
then that | was perhaps telling them too many rules and that I should adjust
them and have only five rules at that time.

| realised later that managing the classroom is not just about setting rules
and bringing gifts to the students. | should first establish a good relationship
with them by, for example, memorising their names and calling them by
name...discussing the rules with them. Providing and maintaining a positive
environment is vital.

I also realised that | messed up when | encouraged competition among the
student groups, which led to a wholly negative atmosphere. Furthermore, |
noticed that my negative feelings (feeling down) when teaching were
transferred to the students, meaning they become as bored as me! Thus, |
should be aware of my feelings and attitude when teaching them and show
my passion and enthusiasm for teaching them.

In the future, 1 will consider the class atmosphere and my attitude when
teaching my students by respecting them, noticing and caring about their
feelings, preparing my lessons in an appropriate way to catch their attention,
considering my movement and maintaining eye contact with the students. All
of this will help me and will increase student participation and their
excitement in the class (a summary of Marwa, RJ: 1).

In Marwa’s journal, the evidence from the data suggests that thinking and reflection developed
from the surface level. At the beginning of her experience, she assumed that setting the rules
and bringing some gifts would help her to manage her classroom behaviour. After some reading
and thinking, and after discussing her issues with others, she recognised that setting a positive
environment, building a good relationship and mirroring a positive attitude are vital to a healthy
and democratic atmosphere, which obviously has an influence on the students’ attitude and

behaviour during the class.
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Name

Reema | Marwa | Sultanah | Rana Nourhan | Hanan Asma Aldana | Kholoud | Haifa Mona

Nada

The
level

FB

After

first FB
After

before the

completing
the  journal
and receiving

second FB

RI | L(1) L) | L@ | LB s@ o@]| L@ L@ t@| PE| L

L(1)

o] o@] o@| o@ o | o | o[ o

L(D)

the o) | o@ | 0@ | oE

L(2)

Table 4.2: Analysis of first journals for all participants

Reporting

\ 4

4.1.2 Explaining the reflection levels for all online reflective journals

When considering the level of reflection, the findings were varied in general (see Table 4.3,
Table 4.4, Table 4.5, Table 4.6, Table 4.7, Table 4.8, Table 4.9, Table 4.10, Table 4.11 Table
4.12, Table 4.13, Table 4.14). It is apparent from the tables below that some participants
(Reema, Marwa, and Sultanah) were able to write on the highest two components (Reasoning
and Reconstructing) in the majority of their journals before receiving any feedback. When
receiving the online feedback, they were able to improve some of their journals to reach a
deeper level of reflection. The other participants (Nourhan, Hanan, Haifa and Asma) were able
in most of their journals to write on the Reasoning component, and when responding to the
given online feedback, they were able to improve the reflection level of some of their journals.
On the other hand, Rana, Aldana, Kholoud and Mona wrote many of their first attempts on the
Relating component of reflection before receiving feedback, and were sometimes able to write
at a deeper level of reflection after responding to the feedback. Finally, Nada often wrote on
the Relating component and did not respond actively to the online feedback, but did manage to
write her last journal at the Reasoning level. All participants, at some point, were able to
improve parts of their journal level to reach a deeper level of reflection based on the Bain,
Ballantyne, et al. (2002) model of reflection, as a result of responding to feedback, except for

Nada, who seemed not to benefit from the feedback.
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These results reveal that there were individual differences in the approach to learning to teach
among the participants. This is consistent with the findings of Oosterheert and Vermunt (2001),
who identified five orientations when students learn to teach: survival, closed preproduction,
open reproduction, closed meaning, and open meaning. Students who think with a survival
orientation tend to rely more on external information (ready solutions) to resolve their issues,
and without careful consideration, define their issues as problems related to their students. In
contrast, students who think with an open meaning orientation tend to use all available resources
to improve their understanding of teaching, defining their issue as a matter of understanding
and performance. This means that pre-service teachers have different abilities and learning
habits when learning to teach (Oosterheert and Vermunt, 2001). Thus, teacher education
institutions should provide them with appropriate support according to their thought framework

to help them improve as teachers.

Writing on the Reasoning component was more common among the participants, as they were
able to consider the main underlying factor of their incidents to reach a new understanding of
their teaching practice; sometimes, they reached level two of the same component when
considering other factors that could explain and resolve their incidents. However, it was
challenging for most of the participants to write at the Reconstructing level and, when they did

so, level one was the most common after responding to feedback.

The reasons behind not being able to reflect at a deeper level to reach the Reconstructing
component and even the higher level of the Reconstructing component (2, 3, 4) can be explained
due to the fact that engaging with reflective thinking needs a fresh mind and time to think, read
and interact with others to reach a thoughtful decision. However, the participants were being
overwhelmed with multiple duties during their school placement and were being exposed to
new experiences of dealing with the complexity of teaching and reflecting on their practice (see

Section 4.3.1 for more detail).
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Analysis of Reema’s journals

The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level 0@ |Oo® L (1) O(1)
before the FB
The RJ after 0() 0 (1) L (1) O(1)
the FB
Table 4. 3: Analysis of Reema’s journals
Loy G High
15[ [ B
Reporting 1 Relating -
Analysis of Marwa’s journals
The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level 0 (2) 0(2)
before the FB
The RJ after 0()
the FB

Table 4. 4: Analysis of Marwa’s journals

Low — High

P S L (0]

Reporting > Relating
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Analysis of Sultanah’s journals
The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level 0o () 0(1) 0(1) 0(
before the FB

The RJ after 0(1) 0(1)
the FB
Table 4. 5: Analysis of Sultanah’s journals
Loy N— High
plls||L|[o -

Reporting > Relating -
Analysis of Rana’s journals
The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic

management strategies or
learning

The RJ level | O(1) LA (L@ |LE@ O (1)
before the FB
The RJ after L(1) (0@ [0()
the FB

Table 4. 6: Analysis of Rana’s journals

Low — High

P S L (0)

Reporting Relating

A\ 4
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Analysis of Nourhan’s journals

The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) o) L (1) L(2) O(1) O(1)
before the FB

The RJ after 0(2) L (2) o) o)
the FB
Table 4. 7: Analysis of Nourhan’s journals
Low — High
plls||L|[o -
Reporting > Relating -
Analysis of Hanan’s journals
The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) L (1) 0(2) L () 0() 0
before the FB
The RJ after L(2) 0@ |01 0()
the FB

Table 4. 8: Analysis of Hanan’s journals

Low — High

P S

L (0]

\4

Reporting

Relating
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Analysis of Asma’s journals

Table 4. 10: Analysis of Aldana’s journals

Low — High

P S

L (0]

Reporting

A4

Relating
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The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) L (1) 0(2) 0(1) L (1) o)
before the FB
The RJ after L (2) 0 (1) 0(1) L (1) o)
the FB
Table 4. 9: Analysis of Asma’s journals
Low — High
> 1[s][c ] o] el
Reporting > Relating -
Analysis of Aldana’s journals
The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level |O() |L(2) L (2) L (1) o) L (2)
before the FB
TheRJafterthe [0 [L(D) [0@ [L© - o)
FB




Analysis of Kholoud’s journals

The focus of | RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) S(3) L (1) L (1) L(1) o)
before the FB
The RJ after | O(2) L(2) 0(2) L (1) O (1)
the FB

Table 4. 11: Analysis of Kholoud’s journals
Loy High

T [E [0 =

Reporting

\ 4

Analysis of Haifa’s journals

The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) 0(1) L(2) 0(1) L(1) 0(1)
before the FB

The RJ after the | O (2) 0(1)

FB

Table 4. 12: Analysis of Haifa’s journals
Loy G High

) [] [4] (=1

\ 4

Reporting

137



Analysis of Mona’s journals
The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | O(2) o) L (1) S(2) L (1) L(2)
before the FB
The RJ after the | O (2) 0@ L () 0 () L (2) L(2)
FB
Table 4. 13: Analysis of Mona’s journals
Low — High
15[ [
Reporting > Relating -
Analysis of Nada’s journals
The focus of RJs about RJs about RJs about RJs about any
the journal classroom teaching assessment topic
management strategies or
learning
The RJ level | L (1) L (1) L@ L@ L@ 0()
before the FB
The RJ after | L (2) L (2) L@ |L@ L@ 0(2)
the FB

Table 4. 14: Analysis of Nada’s journals

Loy High

P S

L (0]

Reporting

A4

Relating
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4.1.3 The nature of feedback provided to the participants during the study to improve their
online reflective journals

At the beginning of this study, many trainee teachers sent me their journals via email or
WhatsApp wondering about their level of reflection. They said in their messages that they were
not sure about their ability to reflect and write about their incidents and they wanted at the same
time to decide whether they had the necessary ability to write at a good level (see Section 4.2.3
about the conflicted feelings of enthusiasm and hesitation), which explains participants’
feelings at the beginning of this study. Indeed, during the third week, I was in an overwhelming
situation as a facilitator, as I was responding to some of the participants’ phone calls and
messages and trying my best to explain how they could reflect on their practice even though
almost all participants had attended two workshops about reflection. In particular, they were
wondering about what kind of incidents they should write about and whether their choices were

appropriate or not (researcher’s diary).

This means that reaching a clear agreement on the meaning of reflection and how to reflect on
their practice was not an easy task, especially for those learners who were not used to being
involved with and challenged by metacognitive activities during their studies. For example,

Rana stated the following regarding her confusion at the beginning of the study:

Things link together, and problems are linked together. It is hard to separate
them from each other... so | was not sure what | should focus on...I drew a
diagram of my problems trying to understand the causes of these incidents
and how I could deal with each issue in a certain way. (Rana, 2)

However, | encouraged the students to access the main blog and read from the various resources
to understand the meaning of reflection and how they could approach this activity. As a result,
many of the participants developed a good understanding of reflection after engaging with these

resources, and after receiving some online feedback on their journals.

The nature of the online feedback varied from encouraging the students to think at a deeper
level about their issues, by prompting them to think about the reasons behind the incidents, to
feedback asking them to clarify their meaning, or to make comments on how to improve their
writing. For example, Haifa’s writing was confusing; she could not, in her second journal,
distinguish between the causes of incidents and the results of her actions. | asked her to
reconsider this in order to explain her incident properly, which would help her to understand

her incidents clearly.
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However, some of the participants asked me for a discussion by phone when things became
more complicated to understand or they were discussing their issues with me during their
interviews. This occurred more frequently with some participants, like Mona, Kholoud, and
Aldana, and sometimes Rana, who wished to have a discussion about some of their issues.
During the discussion | challenged them by asking questions about their incidents, such as:
Why do you think it is a real problem? What are the causes? What other aspects could you
consider? Have you read about this issue? Have you checked other ways to try to understand
your issue? | used their answers to prompt more questions, which eventually helped many of

them to reflect at a higher level.

From the data (interviews, reflective journals, research diary), it was clear that participants’
needs were different. All of them needed a facilitation at the beginning of the semester to
understand the meaning of reflection, and the majority of them needed close professional
support for the first two weeks to help them recognise their incidents (see the answer to the
fourth research question for more detail about the facilitation factors that help participants to

reflect on their practice). Haifa also wrote the following in one of her last journals:

Trainee teachers need professional colleagues monitoring them and providing
them with a close support to realise their main incidents at least during the
first two weeks, as theoretical knowledge is not enough to understand how
children could be taught to learn. (Haifa, RJ: 6)

With the appropriate support and encouragement to engage with the relevant practical books,
the majority of participants were able to reflect within the two highest levels of Bain’s model,
namely the Reasoning and Reconstructing components, when completing writing in their first

journal on classroom management, except Nada, as she just wrote at a Relating level.

Reading relevant books seems to have improved participants’ ability to widen their horizons to
consider other aspects of their issues when dealing with classroom management incidents (see
Section 5.3.3 Reading and reflection). However, this was not true all the time, as they could not
tackle all of the incidents in classroom management when writing their second journal on the
same area. This is because some of their incidents were challenging in terms of addressing them
within their context. For example, addressing the incidents involving the special needs students
often proved impossible, given that there was no clear system in the school related to how to

support their learning, despite the implementation of the inclusion policy in Saudi schools (see
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Section 4.3.5 for more information about the impedimentary factors that affected the

participants’ level of reflection).

However, at a later stage of this study when participants reflected on the other three areas, it
appears from the tables above that some pre-service teachers were able to reflect on their
practice and to write on the two highest levels (Reasoning and Reconstructing component) in
most of their RJs with a little online feedback from professionals. For example, Marwa, Reema,
and Sultanah were able to help themselves when reflecting on their practice as they wrote on
Reasoning and Reconstructing components in all of their journals except one, without the need

for any support.

The other participants, Nourhan, Hanan, Haifa, and Asma were able to write at the Reasoning
component in the majority of their journals before receiving the feedback, but when responding
to the continuous online feedback, they were able to improve their level of reflection in some
of their journals. On the other hand, the participants, Kholoud, Aldana, Mona, and Rana often
wrote many of their journals on the Relating component and benefited more from the online
feedback to reflect at a deeper level, they seemed sometimes to need closer support to discuss
some of their issues when writing their RJs. Finally, Nada did not respond actively or could not
indeed widen her horizon to consider her issues critically even when she received feedback in
all of her journals, but managed to write her last journal on the Reasoning component (see

Figure 4.1 for more clarification).
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Figure 4.1: Participants’ different level of reflection and their various needs to influence their
reflective thinking

This means that the trainee teachers require different kinds of support to help them while
reflecting on their practice. However, although the participants received some sort of online
feedback (from me as a facilitator and from their supervisors) and were encouraged to think at
a deeper level, the most commonly reached component was reasoning. This means that reaching
the Reconstructing component was challenging for most of them. This orientation may occur,
as mentioned before, not just as a result of being overwhelmed with so many duties during their
school placement, but also due to the fact that they had been taught through rote learning, which
involves memorising knowledge instead of constructing it (see 5.2.2). Promoting their method
of learning when asking them for further thinking on understanding their practice was
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challenging for some of them. While they were highly enthused to take part in this study,
believing in the importance of reflecting on their practice, they could not deepen their thoughts

all the time.

The other reason that could explain not being able to improve some of the trainee teachers’
reflection is the fact that the current context was not supportive in helping them implement their
solutions, and this hindered their ability to reflect at a deeper level of reflection (Reasoning and
Reconstructing). For example, the student teachers struggled to address some of the inclusion
issues when trying to deal with special needs students, as the education system at the school
was not supportive in terms of dealing with and teaching this type of student (see Section 4.3.5).
Thus, it was not surprising that when writing about these issues, the participants could not go
beyond writing at the ‘Relating’ stage, since they were unable to implement appropriate

solutions.

On the other hand, Nada’s attitude towards teaching and learning to teach would appear to be
the main reason for her low level of reflection, as she did not present a positive attitude towards
teaching and did not make a real effort to address her incidents effectively. This affected her
level of reflection as well as her level of teaching, as was noted by her supervisor in one of our
meetings. In fact, many of the students who withdrew from the study had the same negative
attitude towards teaching. For example, Ruba, who withdrew from the study after writing the
first part of her first journal, explicitly stated, “I will not work as a teacher, | just want to
graduate and have the certification”. Indeed, both Ruba and Alanoud, who also withdrew from
the study at a very early stage, appeared to care little and were not serious about learning and

about taking the initiative in tackling their teaching incidents (researcher’s diary).

In summary, all participants needed some sort of scaffolding at the beginning of this semester
to understand how to reflect on their practice. Participants at an early stage of this study needed
close professional monitoring and support to help them recognise their main incidents. They
also needed to engage in reading the exemplars and the infographics to facilitate their reflection.
When the participants received the appropriate amount of support, they were more likely to
reflect on the two highest components of reflection based on the Bain model. Generally
speaking, it appears that some of the participants were able to reflect at the two highest levels
in the majority of their journals without any need for support, but the participants in the third
group still needed continued support and feedback to be able to reflect at a high level. Finally,

even while providing participants with feedback, not all were able to reflect at a high level in
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all of their journals. Mona could not reflect at the two highest levels of reflection (Reasoning
and Reconstructing) in half of her journals, while Nada could not reflect at the two highest

levels of reflection in any of her journals except the last.

4.2 What are Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes and orientations towards using
reflective journals as a method of learning?

The second research question focuses on explaining participants’ attitudes and orientations
towards writing RJs. Thus, | thought it was important to consider their thoughts and feelings
towards teaching, especially at the beginning of the semester. This is because teaching and
reflecting on teaching are associated with each other, especially when most of the participants

were motivated to take part in this study after being shocked by the realities of teaching.

I will answer this research question by focusing on four aspects, as shown in Figure 4.2 First, |
will explain pre-service teachers’ orientation towards teaching at the beginning of the semester
(in the main study), which I will name ‘Shocked by Reality’. Second, I will consider the attitude
of the pre-service teachers towards reflection in the informal phase of the study, which took
place before the main study (see Section 3.7.1), as well as consider pre-service teachers’
opinions and understanding of reflection, before they were introduced to the concept in the
main study. Third, | will consider pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards reflection, after they
were introduced to the concept in the main study. Finally, I will explain pre-service teachers’
various purposes when engaging in reflective thinking within the theme of ‘questioning the

purpose of reflection” during the main study (see Figure 4.3).
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Data was collected from interviews with pre-service teachers, their RJs, reflecting on the

reflection requirement and the researcher’s reflective diary.

4.2.1 Shocked by reality

Saudi pre-service teachers have the chance to observe classroom teachers for two weeks and

they reported that they practice teaching for one or two lessons during the second week, then in

their third week, they started practicing teaching in their assigned classroom for four full days.

All participants articulated that they were shocked by the reality, as they had imagined that

teaching was an easy and straightforward job. They realised that teaching is complicated and

their theoretical study at college was not enough to prepare them for their job.

Nada, for example, was shocked by how she engaged in teaching and how she interacted with

her students.
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When | started teaching, | felt that was not how I imagined myself practicing
teaching. | was talking more than the students. I did not give them a chance
to respond, or to interact with me or with each other. Indeed, | felt that this
was not me... I was not representing myself. I was surprised at myself and at
my teaching practice. (Nada, 1)

Similarly, Mona was shocked by the reality as it was much more challenging than she was
expecting:

The reality was much harder than [ was imagining... I imagined that the class

will be managed easily but the reality was not ... Indeed, | felt frustrated

when the class time was up and | could not complete the lesson ... This
happened to me twice. (Mona,1)

Sultanah stated that although she was expecting teaching to be challenging, she realised that

she was not prepared enough to deal effectively with her students:

When | decided to be a teacher | had a previous thought that teaching
includes a sense of challenge in terms of the importance of having a balance
of managing the classroom, teaching effectively and caring about the
students... but | then realised, on my first day, that I am not prepared enough
to deal with a huge number of the students who have individual and cultural
differences that could be hard to deal with. (Sultanah’s RJ,1)

Participants realised that they were unprepared for the application of their teaching skills, with
gaps between their theoretical knowledge and their practical knowledge. They admitted that
their intent was to make some arbitrary decisions when they faced daily teaching issues. | will

explain in more detail in the following sections.

Unprepared for applying certain teaching skills

The majority of participants lacked understanding of some of the teaching skills that would
enable them to deal with the complex nature of teaching. This means that having the desire to
teach was not enough to be a good teacher. Pre-service teachers should identify their

weaknesses and improve their teaching skills to improve ultimately as a teacher.
Rana, for example, expected that her love for educating students would be enough for her to

manage her classroom and be respected by her students. She thought that she would know how

to treat them effectively, as she used to teach a lot of children in her large family.
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[ liked to teach my brothers [and] I enjoyed doing that... I felt that I have the
ability to be a good teacher... I had a board at my home to explain things to
my brothers... I was very happy doing that, but when | started studying
education at college, | had many concerns. Then, when | started teaching in
the school placement, these fears came up more than before. Now | know that
I have to change something; having the desire to do something is not enough
to achieve success in it. | cannot be certain, although I have a desire to teach,
that the students will love me and... that everything will run smoothly and in
wonderful ways. I do understand that I have to change things in myself... |
did not know that I should change until I was shocked by the mess in the class
on my first teaching day... unfortunately, I did not deal with that effectively,
especially as it was my first meeting with the students... I am really worried
that they may use it against me. (Rana,1)

When Rana wrote her first reflective journal, she realised that changing internally and
externally, by building her confidence and acting confidently in front of her students, was very

important.

I did not expect that my desire and positive attitude towards teaching would
not be enough to become an ideal teacher. From the first meeting with my
students in the primary school, I was not able to manage my classroom... |
believed that | [have] identified some of my problems. Moreover, the
solutions that | proposed helped me to change internally and externally in my
professional life, and affected me positively in my personal and social life.
Building my self-confidence and recognising my mistakes and weaknesses
are essential in my case to develop as a teacher. (Rana’s Rj, 1)

Others admitted that they lacked some professional knowledge, especially regarding classroom
management. The majority of participants were never exposed to this essential knowledge,
despite the fact that they had been studying education for four years at college. An example of

this comes from Asma, below.

| think reflection is very important for teachers to resolve their problems,
such as managing classrooms... It would be a good idea to start with this,
because it is one of the crucial incidents we faced at the beginning of our
teaching, and we had no idea how to deal with that... without reading
relevant resources, writing reflective journals, reading each other’s journals
and reflecting with colleagues about that, it would be hard for us to reach
good solutions. (Asma, 3)
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The gap between theory and practice

Implementing theoretical knowledge into practice was not easy for the participants. One
possible reason for this is the fact that pre-service teachers are used to memorising theoretical
knowledge and never have the chance to think about how to effectively implement this

knowledge with their target age group, or practice in real situations.

We studied teaching strategies theoretically. We just memorised the relevant
information, without truly thinking about it. This was a disaster, because we
did not understand these strategies. In our study at college, they focus more
on how we should write our lesson plans. Even when we do some micro-
teaching, the focus was not on how we could implement the strategies, it was
on how to write our lesson plans. | realise now, for example, that when | have
to use any teaching strategy, it should be clear for me and my students...
which means that I should not just use the name of the strategy... students
should know what the aim of undertaking that strategy is [and] how they are
going to do it. It should be clear for them. (Reema, 2).

Haifa, on the other hand, articulated that, although she has theoretical knowledge about some

issues, implementing them was a challenge.

Although I know the characteristics of children’s growth, and I know that at
their early age it is hard for them to understand abstract words, it was not
easy for me to absorb this fact when I was in the classroom... maybe because
I do not have young siblings at home, and I do not really know how to deal
with children... [l can] forget a lot of this theoretical information when
practicing teaching in the real classroom, but when someone reminds me, |
will remember then. (Haifa, 3)

Furthermore, during the informal phase in this study, some of the pre-service teachers
articulated that there was a disconnection between what they had learned at the university and
what they implemented when they taught in school. For example, one of the participants
articulated that she used to write thoughtful lesson plans with so many details and creative ideas
about teaching strategies, but she realised then that what she had done during her university
studies was far from reality. It was impossible for the targeted students to understand all the
amount of knowledge in the lesson plan in one lesson, and also the actual class time was

inappropriate to the planning (research diary from the informal phase).

Arbitrary decisions
Making decisions based on careful thinking was a challenge for the trainee teachers. Students
were overwhelmed when undertaking many teaching issues during the school placement. At

the beginning of the semester, they were trying to address their issues at a survival level by
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undertaking the most common or easiest solutions without careful consideration of the reasons

behind the incidents or alternative solutions that might resolve such problems.

Some of the pre-service teachers stated that they intended to address their incidents, before
hearing about reflective thinking, by implementing solutions randomly, through trial and error.

For example, Marwa indicated the following in her first interview.

I was thinking of trying to punish some of my students by making them stand
up when they make a mistake... because my brother is the same age as my
students, and his level of achievement is good, | asked him how his teacher
treats them. He told me that his teacher asks them to stand up when they make
mistakes ... so, I was thinking what about trying that with my students? Would
that be useful? My mum advised me not to do so. She said this is not an
appropriate way to treat your students... my mum is a retired teacher, she
used to teach lower and higher elementary classes. (Marwa, 1)

Hanan articulated that she never gave herself an opportunity to think about her problems and
the reasons behind them. She usually rushed to undertake the nearest and easiest solutions,
without careful consideration. She added that she usually derived her solutions from others,

without scrutiny or review.

Before | knew about the reflection concept, I was not sitting down to think
about the reasons behind my problems, | was directly looking for the solution.
The nearest [and] the easiest solution... which often was by applying the
suggested solutions from others straightaway, without even giving myself the
chance to think about the problems [and] their causes, and making the
appropriate decisions to resolve them. (Hanan, 1)

The pre-service teachers were shocked by the reality of the teaching world at the beginning of
the semester. This is because they were unprepared for applying some teaching skills
effectively, especially regarding managing the classroom. Furthermore, there was a gap
between their theory and practice as they used to memorise theoretical knowledge with little
chance to think about how they could implement it effectively with the target age. In addition,
trainee teachers seemed to make decisions at a survival level by implementing solutions

randomly and undertaking the nearest and easiest solutions.

4.2.2 Pre-service teachers’ understanding of reflection (in the informal phase and their
background about reflection in the main study)
The majority of trainee teachers who wrote paper-based RJs, during the informal phase,

expressed negative feelings towards reflection and did not understand the meaning or the
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purpose of reflection. On the other hand, when asking participants at the beginning of the main
study about their background in reflection, and whether they previously understood the meaning
of this concept, all of them stated that they never came across this concept in teaching. Some
participants had a negative opinion of reflection, gained from the experiences of their graduated

friends, who had been asked to write RJs.

Negative opinions of reflection

A strong negative feeling towards reflective thinking within pre-service teachers prevailed in
the informal phase, which took place before the main study when they had been asked by their
supervisor to write mandatory paper-based weekly journals. This feeling was mainly because
of many reasons such as their lack of understanding of the meaning of reflection, as they did
not receive enough information about the meaning and the purpose of reflection. Moreover,
being assessed on their RJs level, as 10% of their final grade was allocated on completion of
reflective assignments, created an unfriendly environment which hinders their ability to reflect
on their practice. Furthermore, reminding some of the students about their mistakes over and
over, created an untrusted atmosphere in which they would prefer to hide their weakness and
express the positive aspects of their teaching practice (Researcher diary). This, of course,
conflicted with the main aim of reflection of being open-minded and admitting one needs to

change with the aim of learning and developing professionally.

Similarly, when asking participants about their background of reflection at the beginning of the
main study, some of them replied that they heard from graduated students in other departments
that writing a reflective journal is very demanding and time-consuming work. Haifa, for

example, heard that writing RJs is time-consuming and very hard work.

I heard from my friends in other departments that they had to reflect on their
practice, but they did not say what it was exactly... they said that it was very
hard work and takes too long to be completed. They were uncomfortable with
doing it. (Haifa, 1)

Aldana heard from other graduated students that writing RJs is boring, hard and useless.

When | was telling some of the graduated students in another department that
we met with you and we will be writing reflective journals, they said to me, it
is a very bad thing to do. I said to them that I did not feel that it is something
bad... they [were] asked to reflect on a certain course before they graduated
from the school. They did not like it [and] it was a bad experience for them.
Maybe because they had to write from the beginning of their teaching day
until the end. They had to write everything they encountered. It was not about
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reflecting on certain incidents... they had to talk about everything. They did
not understand the meaning of reflection, they were writing about everything
in front of them. It was like describing things... not reflecting. I do not know,
but they did not like it. For me, I do not have the same feelings. They said, we
asked God not to live the same days!... I said to them, you have negative
thoughts about it, please stop telling me that, 1 do not want to hear more.
(Aldana, 1)

Aldana added that when she later explained to them the meaning of reflection and her way of

reflecting, they articulated that it was different to their method of reflection.

When | later met the graduated students, | explained to them what | had done
in my reflective journals, after | fully understand how to reflect on my
practice. They said, ok, that means what we had done was wrong. They just
explained what happened from 7:00am, until they left the school, they did not
write in the same way as us. They said yours is better, even when we have
negative feelings, we will write about them... I do agree with them, their way
of writing is very boring. (Aldana, 2).

Ignorance of the meaning of reflection

When asking trainee teachers (both in the informal phase and at the beginning of the main
study) about their opinions of reflective thinking in teaching, all of them replied that they did
not know the actual meaning of reflective thinking. For example, Aldana thought that the

meaning of reflection was summarising teaching actions.

At the beginning, I did not understand the meaning of reflection. | thought it
meant that I had to summarise my teaching actions... I remember that the
first time | heard the term reflection was when our lecturer asked us to write
what we benefited from in her lecture, by summarising the most important
aspects of it. This is what | remembered, so | thought that you may ask us to
summarise what we have learned at the end of each teaching day. This is
what came to my mind, but after our meeting, | understood the exact meaning
of reflection. (Aldana, 1)

Marwa, too, had no idea about the meaning of reflective thinking in teaching at the beginning
of this study.

I had no idea about the meaning of reflection. I know that reflection is about
thinking in general, but reflective teaching... this my first time hearing about
it... I asked one of my friends and she explained to me that I should figure
out the positive and negative aspects of my classes... she did not inform me
if she enjoyed doing that or not. (Marwa, 1)

Rana thought at the beginning that reflection was about diary writing, then she learned how to

reflect on her practice.
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I thought it [would be] like diary writing, and | would have to talk about my
teaching practice. Then, | realised that | should follow certain steps to
consider and reconsider my practice... while teaching I could not identify my
issues, but when looking back at my practice, | may discover some of my
teaching that needs to be improved... I felt that is useful for me and it could
help me to improve my character as well. (Rana, 1)

When asking participants in the reflecting on the reflection requirement a question about
whether their experience of reflective practice was similar or dissimilar to what they expected,
Hanan articulated that she imagined writing RJs is about narrating the teaching and learning

process:

I thought that writing RJs is about narrating the teaching and learning
process without considering other aspects of self-learning, reading and
searching to resolve the incidents to improve the current situation. (Hanan,
RoOR)

Similarly, Sultanah stated the following:

I thought it was about reporting everything during the classroom, to review
what was happened for documenting purpose only. Then | realised that it is
much deeper as it required thinking, an acquaintance for the relevant
knowledge and making appropriate decisions. (Sultanah, RoR)

In short, the majority of pre-service had a negative opinion towards reflection in the informal
phase and, similarly, some participants of the main study had a negative opinion of reflection
(at the beginning of the study) derived from other students who had a negative experience when
reflecting on their practice. Furthermore, all participants, of both the informal phase and at the
beginning of the main study, had no clear idea about the actual meaning of reflective teaching

and how they could reflect on their practice.

4.2.3 Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes towards reflection (after being introduced to the
reflection concept in the main study)
The majority of pre-service teachers had conflicted feelings of both enthusiasm and hesitation

at the beginning of this study. At a later stage, they expressed feeling proud of themselves.

Conflicted feelings of enthusiasm and hesitation
The majority of the participants were not sure about their feelings at the beginning of this study.

Indeed, more than half of the total number of participants withdrew from this study in the first
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three weeks, which is a very large number. Many participants were hesitant to participate due
to various reasons, such as doubting their ability to think about and write their RJs, and concerns
about the time required to accomplish these tasks. On the other hand, although not all of the
remaining participants clearly understood how to reflect on their practice at that time, the
majority of them were enthusiastic about participating in the study, due to their belief in the
importance of reflection. This belief seems to come as a result of being shocked by reality when
they had to practice teaching in an actual classroom (see Section 4.2.1). Many pre-service
teachers were hesitant to take part in this study, especially as they knew that no credit would be
given for their participation. I will explain some of the reasons that could be behind their

hesitant feelings in the following sections.

Doubting one’s ability to write and think was revealed in the narratives, as many of the pre-
service teachers had a sense of fear and uncertainty about their ability to regularly reflect on
their practice, even after they attended the workshops and had seen some examples of RJs.
Indeed, many of the participants withdrew from the study because they felt they could not write

thoughtful journals.

Ruba, for example, withdrew from the study after writing the first part of her
journal before struggling to write the second part of it. When contacting her
to ascertain why she had stopped, she replied that she had tried her best, but
could not find useful solutions for her classroom incidents. Indeed, she
clearly stated that teaching is demanding work and that she just wants to
graduate from the education college but will never work as a teacher!
(Researcher’s diary)

Alanoud also did not know how to reflect on her practice at a deep level, and indeed during her
first and only interview she stated that she struggled to understand some of the content related
to basic Arabic grammar when teaching the students, and she felt embarrassed to teach
something incorrectly in front of her supervisor (researcher’s diary). Alanoud was occupied
more with knowing the subject matter and she was very busy with her own life, all of which

stopped her from being able to reflect on her practice as it was not a compulsory task.

Nada, for instance, was thinking of withdrawing from the study because she was not confident

in her ability to write good RJs.

| was excited to participate when I was in the hall, and then | started thinking
about my writing ability... as I said to you, I am not a good writer. I imagined
that it would be something strange to me and would be difficult... [I thought],
how am | going to express my thoughts, or describe situations, or even my
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feelings... I was thinking of withdrawing from the study, but my dad
encouraged me to be involved in this project. He said that it would be a
challenge through which I may be able to improve some aspects of my
teaching. | thought twice about his advice, then | decided to complete the
project. God willing, let me understand reflection and know how to reflect in
a good way. (Nada, 1)

Some participants wondered whether they would be able to write their journals at a satisfactory

level.

I was questioning myself. Can | really do that? Can | give it what it deserves?
When you asked us to write our first journal, | thought that I might not give
it what it deserved, that | cannot write at a critical level, [that I] do not know
how to frame the incident or identify the real problem. My main concern was,
do | have to focus on the problems within the classroom or outside of the
classroom, or do | have to consider the problems that | have in common with
my colleagues... [ was confused. Then, when I had to write about classroom
management, | felt that it was a very huge problem that includes many other
problems, and | know that addressing them means resolving many problems
in my classroom. (Aldana, 1)

Mona, for example, was puzzled about how to start, what to write and how to end her RJs.

I remember at the beginning, when | had to write my first journal, | felt
uncomfortable, as | was not sure what to write and how to write it. After that,
my feelings changed gradually, as | then knew how to express my ideas by
considering the first two levels of the Bain module, and how to rearrange my
thoughts and how to end the journal. (Mona, 2)

To provide some context, Mona found writing her RJs difficult to accomplish by herself,
especially when writing her first journals. She asked for some help from her close friend,

Nourhan, in choosing how to express herself clearly (Researcher’s diary).

Many participants sent me the first part of their first journal through email or WhatsApp, as
they were not confident about their writing (see Section 4.1.3). There was also a sense of
concern about the time commitment; participants wondered whether writing their RJs would be
time-consuming, especially as they had many other teaching requirements that needed to be
accomplished as part of their work. Haifa, for example, was worried about the time it would

take to write her RJs.

I do not know yet, exactly how to reflect, so | am worried that it may take me
a long time. Maybe because | have not organised my time yet. Also, | usually
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Despite the factors above that affected the pre-service teachers’ feelings, and made some of
them withdraw from the study, many of the remaining participants (even those who doubted
their ability to reflect) stated that they were enthusiastic about taking part in this project. Indeed,
participants advocated for the importance of reflection after being shocked by the reality of

teaching.

All the remaining participants believed in the importance of reflection. These feelings emerged
after attending the project workshops and, more clearly, after completing their first journal, as
they thought that reflective thinking could help them overcome their teaching incidents.
Although Mona had concerns about how to start writing her first journal, and needed support

from her close friend, she expected that it would be a new, wonderful and useful experience for

her.

feel panic when starting new things in my life, but I hope I will overcome all
of these feelings. (Haifa, 1)

My first impression when | attend the workshops was positive. | feel like
reflection helps to express your feelings... talking about your incidents in
detail, in order to reach a solution... It is wonderful when you arrange your
thoughts in a very systematic and enjoyable way, not in a formal and boring
way, but in a way that helps you to resolve the incident. (Mona, 1)

A similar opinion was stated by Marwa.

Marwa articulated, in her second interview, that writing RJs influenced her practice, which she
stated was an unexpected consequence. Marwa realised this later, when she started writing her
RJs.

| was excited to reflect on my practice, but | was worried that my thinking
could be limited. (Marwa, 1)

In fact, | was sure that | would benefit, because anyone who never thinks and
reflects will be in trouble...but I was expecting to benefit theoretically, not in
practice. | said to myself, okay, | will reflect, read [and] implement the
solution, but | did not expect that this could really influence my teaching
practice...I was saying, so what? What will happen when I have to think
about that? Now, when | have to implement a solution, | keep thinking of my
practice...is it appropriate? Is it a good solution? Why and why not, and what
about trying something else...which means that it affected my actions as a
teacher. (Marwa, 2)
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This means that Marwa did not understand, at the beginning of the study, the real meaning of
reflection. This was also the case with many of the other trainees, as after completing my first
workshop they began asking questions such as “how can we deal with bullying issues?”, and
“how can we manage classroom behaviour?” Here, | simply replied that this is what you will
figure out by yourselves through reading, interacting with each other and with the experienced
teachers and through thinking deeply about your practice (research diary). Thus, their attitude
towards reflection developed when writing their RJs and understanding how they could

improve their practice in the classroom.

Indeed, many participants, including Sultanah, stated clearly that one of their motivating factors
was basically the use of technology when reflecting on their practice. Sultanah explained the

reasons behind this when she stated the following:

Using the technology encouraged me to participate in this study, as without
the use of technology it would be boring and I would not have the chance to
share my thoughts, to air my voice and to receive some feedback from others.
(Sultanah, 1)

Aldana was excited to participate as she was expected to benefit from writing RJs, especially

with the support of the supervisor and the researcher.

| am sure that doing this does make a difference. When you think about and
feel what is going on and write that down, this encourages you to think all
the time about your practice and methods. [This] means you would not
implement things without thinking about them, evaluating solutions, thinking
of the reasons behind the success of certain methods... I think I will benefit,
because I will not be alone. | will get the support from my supervisor and
from the researcher when writing these journals, so | think I will benefit from
this experience and benefit others as well. (Aldana, 1)

On the other hand, Reema expressed that, although it would take her some time and effort,
different experiences will be gained through reading and discussing solutions with others, when

involved in writing the RJs.

When we heard about it, we knew that doing it will take time and effort, but
we will benefit. | was optimistic that this would encourage me to read, which
1 like to do... it would broaden our horizons... I mean, me and my colleagues,
when we discuss our incidents together, this could help us... especially as we
used to learn in theoretical ways. Now, it is different. We have to deal with
our practical issues. (Reema, 1)
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Feelings of pride (at a later stage during the research project)

At a later stage during this study, many participants reported that when they started writing and
publishing their journals, they felt proud of themselves. Sultanah, for example, felt that writing
online RJs gave her a chance to express herself. She emphasised that writing her name on the

blog gave her a sense of pride, which would not be the same case if it was paper-based.

I like to write my name on my reflective journals. | feel I am proud of myself.
Reflection gave me more space to express myself than before. This would not
be the same case if we had been asked to write on paper... writing online
reflective journals benefits the writer personally and also benefits others.
Writing on paper would not be seen by others and cannot be shared... I tried
to read and benefit from my colleagues’ posts as well. (Sultanah, 2)

Sultanah added that sharing her journals motivated her to continue writing RJs, because it gave

her a positive feeling.

1 did not expect that I would write like that... when I shared my journals with
my mum, dad and siblings, they were surprised, as they never thought that |
could write like that. They were impressed by my writing and expression. This
motivated me to write more reflective journals and share more journals with
them. (Sultanah, 2)

When asking Rana about her feelings at the end of the research project, she replied that she felt
proud and satisfied with herself, as her level of teaching, compared to her teaching at the
beginning of the semester, had improved. She articulated, though, that she had been depressed

at the beginning of the semester, as she felt she could not be a good teacher.

| feel fulfilled and satisfied, thank God. My supervisor was also satisfied with
my teaching, as it improved as I overcame many difficulties ... although [ was
nervous when my supervisor attended my class, | managed to overcome my
fears. The students were wonderful, as | built a positive relationship with
them. | was teaching with confidence. | believe now, that every problem has
a solution and, although I could not overcome all the problems, I managed
to control some of them.... I remember my situation at the beginning of this
semester. | felt despair and | thought | would not continue teaching. After
reflecting on my practice and addressing some of my main issues, my view
changed. In fact, reflective thinking become my new way of thinking.
(Rana, 3)

When Rana started reflecting on her practice, she noticed that she had to identify her problems
and address them carefully, one by one. This helped her to improve and have a positive attitude
towards teaching. On the other hand, Nourhan emphasised that her sense of pride and

achievement was because of her clear influence on the school, as she managed to address some
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of the classroom incidents effectively, when the regular classroom teacher could not overcome

them (Researcher’s diary). Here Nourhan stated the following:

[It is] a nice feeling when you go back to your blog posts. | feel pride and a
sense of accomplishment, because | identified some of my problems and was
able to reach some appropriate solutions, which made me feel confident...
that my solution was good for solving the problem. (Nourhan, 3)

When asking Nourhan at the end of the semester to respond to one of the reflection on reflection
questions, “what did this experience of being involved with teaching reflection add to you?”,

she stated:

In fact, it added a lot ... It was a motivating factor to think about my incident
and believe that it could be solved ... feeling pride of self when looking back
to my blog and reading my journals and the solutions that | have decided.
(Nourhan, RoR)

Participants had conflicting feelings of hesitation and enthusiasm at the beginning of this study.
The hesitation feelings were due, first, to the fact that there was no direct benefit from
participating in such a study by gaining some credits. Second, participants doubted their ability
to think and write at a thoughtful level. Finally, they had a concern about the time they would
spend writing such journals. On the other hand, the participants’ enthusiastic feelings emerged
after attending the workshop. They were shocked by the reality of teaching and understood the
real meaning of reflection. The use of technology as a means to reflect on their practice was
also a motivating factor for many of them. At a later stage of this study, many participants

reported a sense of pride as a result of being involved in writing RJs.

4.2.4 Questioning the purposes of reflection
Participants had various purposes when they reflected on their practice. The majority
considered reflection as self-assessment, which helped them to improve their teaching skills.

On the other hand, a few found reflection to be a good opportunity for them to air their voice.

Self-assessment

Writing RJs was considered by the majority of participants as an opportunity to assess
themselves, especially after they were shocked by the reality of teaching. They assessed their
teaching practice by considering their teaching incidents carefully and addressing them

systematically. By doing this, they could improve their teaching practice.
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When asking the pre-service teachers about their purposes when writing their RJs, some stated
that their aim was self-development, so that when they become aware of their incidents, they

will not repeat them. Haifa recalled the following:

My purpose in reflection is to develop as a teacher, because I can concentrate
on my incidents to address them. Otherwise, | will keep repeating them again
and again. Before this, | thought that | was already a reflective practitioner,
as I thought it was obvious that you have to reflect on your practice... [Now]
I realise that | was noticing some of my problems, but | did nothing about
them. I did not carry out any solution. (Haifa, 2)

At the beginning of this study, Haifa believed that reflective thinking was something normal
and something we all do as human beings. However, she later realised that, while she may have
recognised her incidents, when she did not write them down, she just ignored them. As a result,
she kept repeating them over and over. In the middle of the study, Haifa appreciated that writing
RJs helped her commitment to suggesting solutions, which would ensure she did not repeat the

same mistakes (Researcher’s diary).

Some of the participants stated that their aim when writing their reflective journal was to help

them make wise decisions when managing their teaching incidents. Aldana stated the following:

| felt that writing the reflective journals helped me to improve my teaching
skills. For example, in assessment journals, | had a problem with crowded
classes and also having to assess students on so many different aspects of
their learning. I am now looking for some programmes and methods that
could help me to do this. This problem needed a deep consideration to find
good solutions. (Aldana, 2)

Nourhan added that her purpose when reflecting on her practice was to help her to feel confident

about her teaching decisions, especially when she read from relevant resources.

When | found a solution for my teaching incidents, | felt confident in myself
and my professional practice, because when | reflect, | usually read from
relevant resources, which helps me to reach the appropriate decisions. Now,
my evaluation of my practice is based on my knowledge of relevant resources,
because when 1 argued with others about my thoughts they did not
understand me...now, I am able to reflect, read and discover whether my
practice is appropriate or not. For example, | told [my peers] that my
decision to have certain rules in the class and stick to them was right
according to the book | had read, while my friends were criticising me for
having that attitude in my classroom. (Nourhan, 2)
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Some trainee teachers mentioned that their purpose for writing RJs was to have a better

experience during their school placement.

I may invest my time during the school placement. | may acquire a deeper
experience that could not be achieved by other trainee teachers who did not
participate in this study... For example, instead of having to teach for two
years at a private school, | may acquire this in one term as I carefully address
each problem | encounter... this gives me intensive experience. (Reema, 2)

Airing their voice

Some of the participants aimed to improve their practice when writing their RJs and to have a
space for their opinions, to air their voice to benefit other trainees, or to contribute to making
improvements in the current Saudi educational system. Reema, for example, aims to show other

trainee teachers her experiences, which will benefit them when they face similar incidents.

If my reflective journals are read by some new trainee teachers, they will
know some of the incidents [I faced] and how I overcame them, especially as
they were written in a simple way... I gave them to my brother. His field is
education as well. He said that they are wonderful, because they are not
written in a formal way, which encourages the reader to know the end of each
story. He liked them and he said that you will never forget each of your
solutions, because you solved them by yourself... He added, when you face
the same or similar incidents, you will remember the solution, which can help
you to deepen your experience in a short time. (Reema, 3)

Nourhan, on the other hand, hopes that her voice will be heard to make real-world changes:

I hope it will reach many people. | want to leave some positive effect that
could benefit others. | mean, when I reflect on something, | hope to change a
certain situation. | hope that I have the voice to change and to improve things.
(Nourhan, 1)

Sultanah had a higher ambition, as one of her aims was to be heard by the authorities, to address
issues that cannot be solved by the teachers’ efforts alone and need to be improved by the MOE

in Saudi Arabia.

I hope that my voice will be heard by the educational authorities, to address
some problems with solutions out of my reach. For example, two science
classes during the week are not enough to cover the long and complex science
curriculum, and I cannot solve this problem by myself. I cannot change this,
so | need someone responsible to hear my opinion and to contribute to the
solution. (Sultanah, 2)
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In short, participants highlighted various purposes of writing RJs during this study. Many
considered reflection as self-assessment of their practice to address their teaching incidents.
Others aimed to air their voice to benefit others when addressing their current issues or to try
to contribute to improving the current Saudi educational system when highlighting the main

teaching issues within the Saudi context.

4.3 What do Saudi pre-service teachers see as impedimentary and disincentive factors
which limit the use of electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within their
field experience?

The informal research phase in this study revealed that reflective thinking was a challenging
task cognitively and emotionally. This is because during the informal research phase the pre-
service teachers did not understand the meaning of reflection and how to reflect on their
practice, and moreover they were worried about the consequences of admitting their mistakes
when writing their RJs. Thus, assuring a secure environment and facilitating reflection are
essential aspects of this action research. In this research, facilitating reflection aims to provide
the trainee teachers with several modules, exemplars and other relevant resources alongside
continuous online feedback from their supervisor, the researcher and experienced teachers, to
help them reflect at a thoughtful level based on Bain’s model of reflection. However, according
to the participants, completing the RJs was still a challenging task — especially at the beginning
of the first formal action research phase — and although many of the participants were able to
deepen their thinking during this research, the majority of them were rarely writing in the
Reconstructing component of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002). This was due
to various reasons such as time constraints, lack of thinking and writing skills, and other

contextual factors.

The third research question aimed to understand the participants’ experience of the
impedimentary and disincentive factors. The impediment factors were concerned with
theoretical and philosophical barriers and how they overcame them when reflecting on and
completing their online RJs, whereas the disincentive factors focused on practical barriers that
could stop them from reflection, such as the reported contextual factors (see Section 4.3.5). We
aim to answer this research question by focusing on five aspects of the impedimentary factors,
which are the time constraints, the lack of writing ability, the lack of thinking ability, their
resistance to using blogs as a means of interaction with peers, and other contextual factors
(Figure 4.3).
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The data were collected from the pre-service teachers’ interviews, the pre-service teachers’ RJs,

the observation of the individual blogs and the researcher’s reflective diary.
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Figure 4. 3: Impedimentary and disincentive factors of online reflective thinking

4.3.1 Time constraints

The majority of the participants had some concern about the time constraints at the beginning
of this study. In short, they were concerned about whether they would have enough time to
complete their RJs. This is because they knew that they would be exposed to new teaching
experiences while having to complete the RJs, which was an uncommon task for them. Here,

Marwa stated the following:

To be honest, the project attracted me from the beginning, but I was thinking
about the time...because in our field work, we have to accomplish so many
tasks...we have to prepare our lessons carefully. Students are very clever and
they will figure out if you are knowledgeable enough or not [and] if they feel
that you are incapable of explaining things, you will lose their trust in you as
a teacher. | have some especially talented students in my class and they keep
asking me about many things...so | have to be ready (Marwa,1).

Sultanah also had a similar view, as she mentioned that finding the time to think about, write
and revise the RJs could be a challenge, especially at the beginning of the semester. This was
because the required teaching tasks in the field work were a new experience and demanded

more time to think about them carefully:
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| teach three subjects, which are the Quran, religion and science and | have
to prepare eight lesson plans...and their teaching materials. Currently, we
experience time constraints because all of these tasks are something new for
us. As soon as we settle and get used to doing all of the tasks...I guess my
situation will be better during the coming days. (Sultanah,1)

To provide some context here, Sultanah was very enthusiastic about participating in this study
as she believed it would provide an opportunity to express herself clearly and to air her views
to others. In fact, she dedicated a great deal of time to writing her thoughtful journals as she

engaged in reading many relevant resources in order to write meaningful RJs.

Indeed, the majority of the participants found that it took a very long time to figure out how to

write their first journal:

The first journal took me a long time. | spent the whole day thinking about
how to write the first part...it was a challenge for me to know how to start
writing...because | am used to writing for myself not for others. We are not
used to reflecting on and writing about our thoughts...it was something new
to us. (Marwa,3)

During the study, many participants stated that they occasionally experienced certain time
constraints, especially when they were asked to submit their teaching plans, their extracurricular

activities and their RJs at the same time:

Sometimes, the time is tight and | cannot find the time to think and
write...because sometimes | have to handle my teaching plans and the
extracurricular activities as well as the reflective journal. With this, | feel
that I am under pressure in terms of time. (Aldana, 3)

Aldana and some other participants added that it would be more appropriate if they had the
chance to learn about reflection and deal with the complexity of teaching at an early stage from

their university study:

If we had the chance to learn about reflection and to deal with the complexity
of the real classroom from an early stage during our university study ... 1
think our situation would be better. (Aldana, 3)

Thus, it seems that having to learn so many skills and deal with the complexity of teaching in
one semester was quite overwhelming and sometimes disincentivised pre-service teachers’
writing of their online journals at a deeper level. However, by the mid-stage of this study many

participants were suggesting that the RJs were not consuming so much of their time, compared
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to when they were completing their first journals. Nonetheless, they did highlight that writing
the RJs required being organised to have a clear vision to accomplish each required task, rather
than being overwhelmed when having to deal with so many issues with no focus. This was
sometimes difficult to achieve, especially under the pressure of fulfilling other teaching

requirements. Here, Marwa stated the following:

| realised later that writing reflective journals does not consume so much
time in itself... but requires a fresh mind...and this is what I lack sometimes
as my mind is busy thinking about accomplishing other teaching tasks...at
the time when | should be concentrating on the issues that | should be
reflecting on to make good decisions. (Marwa, 2)

However, many participants stated that they had been occupied with so many irrelevant
teaching tasks that should be covered by regular school teachers. In this vein, Reema reported
that:

Sometimes, at the school we do not have a chance to attend to each other’s
classes as we are so busy...One day, I was asked to cover four ‘waiting class’
at the same time (a class needing supervision in the normal teacher's
absence). When this happened, we helped each other or just put all the
students in a huge room so we could control them...and, of course, when my
friends ask me for help, I will help them...So while in the schedule, it appears
like I covered, 'one waiting class', this is not the reality...I do not want to ruin
my good relationship with them...so | just accept that.(Reema, 2)

Nonetheless, although the participants were overwhelmed by many duties, many realised that
reflection had an influence on the other aspects of their teaching. For example, Sultanah
mentioned that reflective thinking impacted her teaching plans by being proactive when dealing

with some issues to avoid their consequences:

My plans have become much better than before... Because I now realise some
of my incidents ... Thus my plans become better because I tend to think about
different issues when planning my lessons ... This helped me to avoid some
mistakes or issues and to use the time effectively to accomplish the lesson s
aim. (Sultanah, 3)

As was noted above, at a very early stage of this study, many participants were concerned about
the time constraints and about whether they would be able to accomplish their teaching practice
duties and complete their RJs. When writing the first journal on the first topic (classroom
management), many participants noted that it consumed more time compared to the other
journals. This was mainly because it was a new experience for them, one for which they needed

more time to figure out how they could write them successfully. However, many participants
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related that writing the RJs did not take such a long time, except for the first journals, while it
was important to have a fresh mind when writing the journals, which often proved difficult,
especially when having to deal with some of their teaching requirements in the same week.
Indeed, they were wishing they could have had the opportunity to learn about the concept of
reflection and to deal with the complexity of teaching at an early stage of their university study.
Some participants, on the other hand, realised that reflection helped them when accomplishing

their other teaching duties such as when planning their lessons.

4.3.2 Lack of writing ability

Many of the participants found that writing their first journals was a challenging task. However,
writing difficulties were noticed more by some of the participants, such as Kholoud and Mona,
during this study. Kholoud, for example, described her struggle when writing her first journal

as she could not express her ideas clearly:

It was hard for me to link my ideas to each other...I do not know how to
sequence my ideas...l think to overcome this problem | need to read more and
to have a look at the examples on the main blog and to see my peers’
Jjournals...I also need to revise my journals after writing them. (Kholoud, 1)

To provide some context, certain parts of Kholoud’s first journal were unclear and impossible
to understand. Indeed, | remember that at the time | got a headache when trying my best to
figure out her point of view. Kholoud could not express her ideas as she was jumping from one
idea to another thought without explaining each thought clearly which made reading her journal
very confusing and makes no sense. | later explained to her the importance of being clear about
what she is trying to write. Having a main sentence with a certain idea in each paragraph,
explaining that very well then moving to the next idea are crucial to compiling a good piece of
writing. Fortunately, Kholoud was very committed and was highly motivated to do her best.

Indeed, later, she compiled many of her journals at very good levels (researcher’s diary).

In fact, at her third interview, Kholoud stated the following:

| feel like my writing is better now...because, as you said to me, | have to
write each idea with a clear focus and explain it in detail before jumping to
the next idea. Your comments have been taken into account...and I keep them
in mind when I write my journals. Now I have revised my journals many times
to make sure that each idea has been written clearly...and yes, this works for
me. | also used to write in noisy places, which affected the quality of my
journals. Now, once | have finished work, I sit alone in a quiet place to write
my reflective journals. (Kholoud, 3)
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Here, also Kholoud stated in her reflecting on reflection requirement at the end of the semester:

| discovered that my ability to express and write and how to formulate the
problem was very weak at first and | found it difficult to do so, and the
experience of reflection has worked to accustom myself to write at a good
level and I also think that I improved in terms of the ability to discover the
problems by myself. (RoR, Kholoud)

Here, Kholoud was clearly surprised when she discovered that she could not write in an
appropriate way, but she responded actively to all my feedback, which helped her to improve
her writing. In fact, at one point she said that she would not give up and would keep improving
her writing until she reached the required level. However, Kholoud used to send me her journals
via WhatsApp before uploading her journals on her blog, and thus | assume that she preferred
to receive feedback privately and did not want to be criticised in public. This indicates that
some participants found receiving the feedback privately more comfortable and less

embarrassing (researcher’s diary).

Mona also found that writing the RJs and expressing her thoughts was often difficult, especially

at the beginning of this study:

I remember at the beginning, when | had to write my first journal, 1 felt
uncomfortable, as | was not sure what to write and how to write it. After that,
my feelings changed gradually, as | learned how to express my ideas by
considering the first two levels of the Bain module, which helped me to
understand how to rearrange my thoughts and how to end the journal.
(Mona, 2)

Interacting with her peers (especially Nourhan) and reading the online module and materials
helped Mona to overcome her writing difficulties and to understand how to write her journal,
while she was unable to reach the two highest levels of reflection based on Bain’s model in

many of her reflective journals (Researcher’s diary).

Meanwhile, certain participants intimated that the main reason for their lack of writing ability
related to the fact that they had not been exposed to similar experiences, as they had never been

encouraged to think and write thoughtfully while studying at school or university:

The first journal took me a long time. | spent the whole day thinking about
how to tackle the first part...it was a challenge for me to know how to start
writing...because I am used to writing for myself not for others. We are not
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used to thinking about and articulating our thoughts...it was something new
to us. | remember that while we studied one subject called ‘Thinking skills’,
we did not practice either thinking or writing. Indeed, it was more about
memorising information on psychology, paying attention and the various
degrees of thinking. | was assisted by the formal test, which basically focused
on memorising and recalling the information without having a chance to
express our ideas or articulate our thoughts on this subject. (Marwa, 3)

On the other hand, many participants found that practicing writing the RJs helped them to
improve their ability to write, especially after engaging with certain relevant resources, which

helped them to choose their words more carefully:

I was not sure how to explain my thoughts or how to formulate my ideas
clearly. However, practicing doing just that helped me to improve my skills
in writing the journals...because I have not practiced writing for a long time.
Reading the relevant resources also helped me to formulate the issues in
more intelligible ways. (Aldana, 2)

| have to mention here that reading the first attempt of some students’ journals (Haifa, Kholoud
and the withdrawn participants) was quite disappointing, as | had expected that with the
provided online materials participants would be able to write at a good level. However, the
ideas in some parts of their first journals were not linked, and some thoughts were not clear.
Thus, the online feedback (from me and their supervisors) mainly aimed to prompt some
questions to help them consider their ideas and write clearly about their incidents (researcher’s
diary). For example, Haifa’s writing was confusing, as she could not distinguish between the
causes of incidents and the results of her actions. | asked her to reconsider this in order to

explain her incident properly, which would help her to understand her incidents clearly.

Many participants found that expressing their thoughts was challenging especially when writing
their first journals because they had never been challenged at school or at university to write
down their thoughts and to engage in critical thinking. Looking at the narratives, and the
participants’ RJs, it would appear that the participants overcame much of their weakness in
writing by discussing their difficulties and thoughts with their peers and by helping each other,
reading relevant resources, practicing writing and responding to the received feedback, all of

which seems to have helped them to improve their level of writing during this study.
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4.3.3 Lack of thinking skills

A lack of thinking skills relates to the difficulties faced by the participants in terms of their
thinking process when writing the RJs. Thinking skills are related to thinking activities, which
in turn lead to learning outcomes. These are referred to in this study as the participants’ ability
to understand their current issues by identifying their incidence clearly, having flexible thoughts
in how to address them effectively, and finally having the ability to speculate about the future

by considering other related circumstances.

The first aspect of these difficulties relates to the difficulty in identifying and assessing certain
issues, while the second relates to a certain inflexibility when thinking about the incidents.
Finally, an inability to speculate about the future and knowing how to deal with the same
incident within different circumstances were also part of the difficulties faced. These aspects

are all analysed in more detail below.

Difficulty in identifying and assessing certain incidents

All the participants highlighted that they occasionally found that clearly identifying the teaching
incidents they had experienced was one of the most challenging parts of the reflection process.
This challenge involved the difficulty in discriminating between normal incidents and the
problematic incidents that had to be addressed and the difficulty in clearly identifying the
problem or discovering the reasons behind the incidents. These two aspects are explained in

more detail.

Distinguishing between the normal incidents and the problematic ones was a challenge for some

of the participants:

I get confused sometimes when I try to reflect on my practice. Sometimes, |
feel like I am not sure how to deal with certain matters. For example, with
regard to the mess in the class...when it can be considered as normal and
when not. | mean it is hard to control them [the pupils] one hundred percent.
They are children and sometimes they tend to move in the class, especially in
the activity classes...they are not high-school students! I do not think that this
is a problem! I mean I am not sure about the meaning of the concept
‘managing a classroom’. I get confused sometimes, although I often allow
them to move around. (Haifa, 2)

Identifying these incidents was difficult to achieve — especially at the beginning of the study —

without receiving some support from others. Here, Kholoud highlighted her experience when
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contacting a supportive classroom teacher who is passionate about supporting pre-service

teachers to help them to improve their practice:

At the beginning of this semester, it was hard for me to identify my problems,
as while | felt that something was wrong, | was not sure exactly what.
Therefore, | asked one of the experts —a very supportive teacher in my school
[not the classroom teacher] — to attend my class to help me to figure out my
problems. She told me that my teaching is very good but that I have a problem
with my body language. In fact, | was telling the students an interesting story
using some 3D teaching materials and was moving left and right, and while
the students were very happy and | got their attention, I did not realise that |
was giving the students my back the majority of the time! (Kholoud, 1)

Meanwhile, the majority of the participants found that discovering the reasons behind certain
issues was often challenging. Taking Reema as an example, while she was able to reach the
highest two levels of the Bain model in the majority of her journals, she intimated that
understanding her incidents clearly and figuring out the reasons behind them was the most

challenging part of reflecting on her practice:

Identifying the problems is confusing sometimes, even though it has become
easier recently. In fact, the first step is to feel that there is something
wrong...so as long as I feel that, it means that a problem exists...then I must
identify it. Here, | need to ask questions and discuss the issues with others.
(Reema, 3)

Reading each other’s blogs helped some participants to recognise some of their issues, for

example, Kholoud:

| realise some of my issues when reading my peers’ blogs... For example, |
knew that | was not implementing the collaborative strategy effectively when
reading Asma’s blog, as | made similar mistakes. (Kholoud, 3)

Discovering the reasons behind certain issues requires time and effort in terms of interacting
with others and questioning oneself continuously in order to weigh up the current situation,
which could help to identify the appropriate solution. Here, Reema related her experience when

trying to figure out the reasons behind one of her teaching issues:

| examined my students on Chapter 7, which was about rearranging the
events of certain stories. They already had this skill as I had examined them
before and they had achieved good results for Chapter 6. However, | choked
when | saw their results: just ten out of the 30 had passed the exam! What
about the other 20 students? Why did they not do it correctly? | went to the
classroom teacher, explained my issue to her and showed her my question
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for the students. She said that while my question was clear, the story was a
little bit hard for the students because certain words were repeated on each
line, which makes it confusing for the students when they try to arrange the
story. | then realised why the students had got confused. However, | also
worked with the students to help them understand the meaning of punctuation
as | noted that this would help them to arrange the story correctly. (Reema,
3)

While Reema benefited from having a discussion with the classroom teacher regarding her
issue, she also recognised following some reflection that another part of the problem related to
the students’ lack of knowledge on punctuation, which would likely hinder them from arranging
the story logically.

Meanwhile, Nourhan suggested that identifying the reasons behind certain teaching issues often

required more time:

When you know the reasons behind the issue, things become easier but if
not...it may take me time to think about the reasons why something

happened...it is not hard...but it may take time for you to figure it out.
(Nourhan, 3)

Others found that questioning oneself alone could lead to more confusion. Thus, the majority
of the participants prefer to speak up and share their thoughts with peers in order to accurately

identify their issues:

Sometimes, when | ask myself many questions | feel like 1 am lost, with so
many answers...thus, when I get confused...I like to speak up and talk about
my issues with my friends. This makes the reflection easier for me.
(Aldana, 3)

Inflexibility
Inflexibility in terms of addressing certain teaching incidents was a problem for some of the
participants since they were unable to consider other aspects of their incidents or were reluctant

to take the responsibility for certain learning aspects.

For example, Haifa was very disappointed when she realised that she has to assess the students
in terms of many aspects of their learning in the subject of literacy. Here, she was frustrated
because she could not ascertain how to comprehensively assess her students through consulting

the teachers’ guide book:
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We were asked to assess the students in terms of certain skills such as their
ability to communicate and their proficiency in diction. However, they never
explained this to us, neither in the curriculum nor in the teachers’ guide
book...So how can we do this? (Haifa, 2)

In general, pre-service teachers were taught traditionally in the past, and now expect to be
trained traditionally and told exactly what to do, which means that thinking outside of the box
and knowing how to deal with certain teaching incidents was more challenging for them. For
example, Haifa wants to have instructions for every aspect in terms of a summary of knowledge

map that will make her teaching practice easier.

Meanwhile, Nada was also unable to find appropriate solutions as she was attempting to address

her incidents by remembering how her own primary school teachers acted in a similar situation:

When Nada tried to address one of her teaching issues, which related to
assessing the students in the Quran classes, this took a long time and resulted
in some disorder. Here, Nada assessed the students by following the
classroom teacher’s method, which involved having the students in a queue
and assessing them one by one while leaving the rest of the students doing
nothing, which, of course, resulted in some chaos. She partially addressed the
problem by copying the methods of her own primary school teacher and
arranging the students in groups before hearing first from the higher-level
students, which gave the other students a chance to revise the content.
Unfortunately, Nada could not go beyond this even when | asked her to think
deeply about the matter and to consider the other aspects that could help her
to address her problem more effectively. (Researcher’s diary based on a
summary of Nada’s assessment journal)

However, Hanan faced the same problem and came up with numerous ideas to mitigate it:

Hanan noticed the importance of explaining the meaning of the challenging
words, repeating them many times and writing them down on the board such
that the students could see them during the lesson. She also trained the
students in intensive reading because reading the holy Quran is not easy and
practice is very important, while she also encouraged the students to help
each other in groups and rewarded the highest achieving group. All of these
solutions made assessing the students go smoother than previously and saved
on class time. (Researcher’s diary based on a summary of Hanan's
assessment journal)

This means that Nada could not see that taking student learning into account is important when
addressing some of the assessment issues. She never considers the students’ weaknesses and
how she could support their learning to improve their achievements, which would make the

assessment process easier. While | attempted to encourage her to consider the alternative
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reasons behind her incidents, she could not think beyond what she already knew. Indeed, Nada
finds it hard to think outside the box; she cannot go beyond her own previous experience,
remembering her own teachers’ practice methods or copying what she is seeing. Moreover, I
noted that Nada was somewhat frustrated. In fact, in one of our phone calls, she admitted that

she was unsure whether she would be able to work as a teacher in the future.

In fact, while Haifa and Nada remained to the end of this study, their attitude was not very
positive compared to the other participants. Indeed, | was expecting them to withdraw from the

study at any time.

Ruba was one participant who did withdraw from the study. She withdrew after writing the first
part of her journal before she struggled to write the second part. When she was contacted in
order to ascertain why she had decided not to continue, she replied that she had tried her best,
but could not find useful solutions for her classroom incidents. Indeed, she stated that teaching
is demanding work and that she just wants to graduate from the education college but will never

work as a teacher (Researcher’s diary).

Fortunately, this was not the case for all the participants. Indeed, many of them were very open-

minded and were happy to consider their incidents from different perspectives.

Inability to speculate

Thinking and writing at Level 2, Level 3 and Level 4 of the reconstructing component of the
5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) was a challenge for all the participants.
Speculating on the future and thinking about different circumstances appeared to be beyond
their ability. Indeed, they actually questioned the benefit of speculating about any future
incidents. Here, they argued that the current situation was complex and that they must focus on
the present. In short, thinking about the future within various contexts is simply too complicated
and often involves speculating about unknown situations. The majority of the participants thus
stated that speculating about future solutions after identifying the appropriate solution for any

current incident is arduous work:

Being asked for more thinking after implementing and assessing certain
solutions was often hard for me, especially when | had found very good
solutions. | feel that it is hard to think about alternative solutions...because |
found the solutions that work for me after thinking carefully...and then I have
to think about other situations. | feel like I got stuck with this kind of question.
Perhaps | need to read more and research more about it. (Aldana, 3)
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Some participants stated that this level of the reflecting process — which was based on the 5Rs
framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) — was so challenging because the circumstances of
the future are unknown. For example, Reema in her narrative places more emphasis on the
importance of understanding the reasons behind the current incidents when thinking about

future incidents, which, of course, are also unknown to her at present:

When you asked us to write about how we will deal with our issues in the
future... | believe that | may indeed change my way of dealing with these
future issues. However, this will depend on the environment or the context.
At that time, | will have to search for the reasons behind the incidents that I
will have to deal with by conducting the necessary research. With this, | will
be able to address any problems in the future. (Reema, 3)

During this study, participants seem not to have considered the importance of speculating on
the future and thinking about other circumstances when writing their RJs, to help them address
their issues. Speculating on the future needs time and thoughtful consideration, and perhaps
time concerns could explain their resistance to consider this level of thinking when writing their

journals (see Section 4.3.1).

All the participants found that identifying the incidents and assessing them was often very
demanding work, especially at the beginning of the study. In order to overcome these
difficulties, they thought out loud in groups, read thoughtfully and continuously questioned
themselves and their practices. In fact, some of the participants sought direct help through
asking expert teachers to attend their class, benefitting from their feedback on their main
teaching issues. All of this helped the majority of the participants to find appropriate solutions
to their problems. This was not easy to accomplish but led them towards gaining some
satisfaction and a certain amount of pride in the later stages of this study (see Section 4.2.3),

where they were able to address their teaching issues more intellectually.

Having assessed the narratives, it would also appear that some participants displayed a certain
level of inflexibility when dealing with some of their teaching incidents as they were reluctant
to take full responsibility, while others found it hard to think beyond their personal experiences.
Meanwhile, all participants found that speculating about future solutions was very difficult.
Indeed, many questioned the point of writing above Level 2 of the reconstruction component
of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) as they argued that the current situation

was complicated enough and that the future circumstances were entirely unknowable.
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4.3.4 Resistance to interactions with peers via technology

During this research, technology was used to give participants access to relevant resources
regarding reflection, and to receive feedback from professionals and peers to deepen their
understanding. However, from my observation, the pre-service teachers’ individual blogs and
the official WhatsApp groups, I noticed that they were resistant to interacting actively with each
other by writing comments on journals. When they did, their comments were not at a critical
level, as they were more in the form of praising, which obviously was not beneficial in terms

of influencing each other’s reflection (researcher’s diary).

When asking Kholoud about the reason for their resistance to commenting on each other’s
blogs, she stated that she did not consider it necessary and they had their own WhatsApp group

to have their own discussion:

We do not think it’s necessary to comment on one another’s blogs ... I don’t
know but even in the WhatsApp group we do not like to bother you with our
discussion, indeed we have our own WhatsApp group and we tend to discuss
our issues there. (Kholoud, 3)

Hanan stated that challenging each other’s thoughts can be hard especially in public:

1t is hard for us to criticise each other in front of the others ... you know ... in
fact | could say my opinion straight away to my friend ... so there is no need
to write it to be seen by others. (Hanan, 3)

Asma stated that writing critical comments on their colleagues could affect their relationship:

Writing critical comments could cause some clashes as some could take it
personally. (Asma, 2)

Nada added that even when they shared their journals in their WhatsApp group (a huge group

for all the students in their last semester), they did not receive a critical or thoughtful comment:

My friends shared their journals in the online group for all students in the
last semester of their study ... but they did not receive any critical comments...
They just tell them that your journals are beautiful we liked them and we liked
your solutions. (Nada, 3)
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From the above, it was noticed that these Saudi individuals were resistant to challenging each
other’s thoughts, especially in front of others, when using open access technology. It appears
that the students did not want to hurt each other’s feelings by writing critical comments.
However, from the narrative, | noticed that they preferred face-to-face interaction with each
other and sometimes interacted through their own online groups to understand their incidents
and to decide how to address them. This means that when students interacted face-to-face, as
they were placed in different elementary schools in groups of 4-6, this possibly affected their
motivation to socially interact in these online blogs. Furthermore, these results indicate that
these pre-service teachers preferred to have their own online space to interact with each other

and did not like to challenge one another in public.

The resistance to blogs as a means of interaction with peers was noticed among participants
throughout this research. The resistance attitude was probably due to various reasons, including:
already having face-to-face interaction, which could have affected their motivation to interact
socially in their blogs; and their concern about their appearance in front of others, which could
be related to the nature of Saudi culture of avoiding criticism of one another, especially in

public.

4.3.5 Other contextual factors

The other contextual factors relate to any aspect that could make the situation more complicated
and problematic, or potentially too problematic, to deal with. These contextual factors include
the following: the school’s infrastructure, factors related to special needs students, problems
with the students’ previous learning, reluctant classroom teachers and the negative atmosphere
within some classroom settings. In fact, all of these often affected the participants when making
decisions on how to address any issues and disincentivise them sometimes from writing their

online RJs at a high level. As such, the contextual factors are outlined in more detail below.

In certain schools, the infrastructure is not adequate enough for the effective provision of certain

lessons:

In my school, they do not allow us to use the science lab because they think
that the students in the lower elementary classes may destroy things! There
is also no outdoor area in my school where | can have a wide enough space
to teach certain lessons such as position and direction. In fact, | do not know
how | am going to proceed with these lessons! (Hanan, 2)
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Meanwhile, the environment is often unsuitable for implementing even the simplest solutions

for special needs students:

I noticed that one of my students has ADHD...and as you know it is hard to
deal with them. | talked to her after the class and she promised to behave
better...then she told me later that this is her best and that she cannot be quiet
all the time. 1 had no idea how to deal with her as | remember that while we
studied this area, the focus was on the symptoms more than on how we, as
teachers, can deal with such students. In fact, | researched on how to deal
with them but realised that the current environment is not supportive enough
to treat them fairly. |1 have an overcrowded classroom, so how can | alone
manage to deal with all of them. Even when | want to implement some simple
solutions such as offering them quiet spaces or providing them with certain
type of ‘cheers’ that can get the student’s attention, unfortunately, the class
is not suitable for treating them fairly. Moreover, we do not have a social
worker at the school who could help me to deal with these students.
(Marwa, 3)

Hanan has a similar view in terms of dealing with special needs students:

Although I tried my best with an ODD student...I tried my best to build a good
relationship with her...1 tried to indirectly tell her what to do in order to stop
her from feeling angry...I gave her many responsibilities in class to improve
her self-esteem...this worked for me, sometimes, but | knew that | had to do
more! However, the environment is not supportive enough. For example, |
could not even provide the ODD student with a quiet area when she wanted
to have a break and I could not reach her family to talk to them about her
condition and to work together to support her learning needs. (Hanan, 3)

In fact, a lack of cooperation with special education teachers is one of the contextual factors

that hinders the ability of the pre-service teachers to address their incidents effectively:

In each class, you will find a couple of special needs students...and there is
usually one special education teacher in the whole school who can support
these students’ learning needs...but I do not know what exactly she is
doing...there is no connection between us... and there is no clear plane. I feel
like the special education teacher is totally disconnected from us...there is no
connection between us. | also think that one special education teacher is not
enough for all the special needs students in the school. (Marwa, 2)

Meanwhile, the participants also faced certain complicated issues related to student learning
issues. These issues require more time and effort to be addressed effectively because they occur

as a result of the students’ previous learning experiences:
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| observed the writing and reading of text by the students for a very long
time...their handwriting is very bad...they know how to write but they are very
slow. | feel like there is some problem with the way that they have been
taught. I am not sure if this is an issue in this school alone or if you can see
that in other schools too! (Nada, 2)

Elsewhere, Reema found that some students do not know how to place punctuation marks

correctly:

| feel like our generation, when we were at the same age, were more capable,
and even now | can remember certain skills and knowledge from my primary
study. For example, I knew how to place punctuations marks when | was their
age but | was surprised when | noticed that the students were placing them
randomly without knowing the purpose of each of them. I mean, for example,
they place colons anywhere...but they should be placed in a specific position,
before an explanation. (Reema, 3)

Meanwhile, several participants noted that some of the classroom teachers are not helpful when
asked for certain information about teaching. Indeed, they often appeared reluctant to

accomplish their own work effectively:

When | asked the classroom teacher about the criteria sheet for assessing the
students’ holy Quran reading...she said, ‘just do it...you do not have be so
accurate’...then she said, ‘I am not accurate with them’...I know that the
students at the mid-level in terms of their reading have to practice reading
more...but their teacher gave them a pass result! They certainly need more
practice to pass. Even if the class time is not enough, she can use the activities
class time. If she wants to find a solution she can find time. (Hanan, 2)

Participants were overwhelmed with multilevel duties, and indeed it seems that the senior
management was using their authority to use the trainee teachers to cover some of the regular

teachers’ duties:

Sometimes, at the school we do not have a chance to attend to each other’s
classes as we are so busy...One day, I was asked to cover four ‘waiting class’
at the same time (a class needing supervision in the normal teacher's
absence). When this happened, we helped each other or just put all the
students in a huge room so we could control them...and, of course, when my
friends ask me for help, I will help them...So while in the schedule, it appears
like I covered, 'one waiting class', this is not the reality...I do not want to ruin
my good relationship with them...so | just accept that. (Reema, 2)
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In partial sum, the contextual factors are the other obstacles that often affect the efficacy of the
participants’ decisions when dealing with certain incidents. An inadequate or inappropriate
school infrastructure can make the current teaching environment ineffective and challenging to
deal with. In fact, many of the contextual factors can make the current situation very
complicated and often require more time for resolution, such as problems with students’
previous learning. Meanwhile, other factors could make addressing certain issues beyond the
capacity of the pre-service teachers, such as dealing with special needs students when there is
not sufficient support from the school or from the MOE itself. Finally, being overwhelmed with
multilabel duties, the reluctant classroom teachers and the negative atmosphere within some
classroom settings are other contextual factors that may have affected the participants’

reflection.

4.4 What do Saudi pre-service teachers believe to be the affordances and facilitatory
factors for using electronic reflective journals as a method of learning within their field
experience?

The fourth research question focuses on two aspects of participants’ experience which are: first,
understanding the participants’ experience of how they developed during their engagement in
the process of writing online RJs; and, second understanding the participants’ experience of the
facilitating factors that they largely benefited from during this action research in terms of

overcoming their difficulties and improving their reflection.

4.4.1 The affordances of using electronic reflective journals for pre-service teachers as a
method of learning

With regard to the first part of the research question (affordance), all the participants highlighted
different aspects of how they changed when engaging in reflection and learning the profession
of teaching in terms of, for example, being active learners rather than passively seeking

solutions directly from others and being aware of students’ needs and feelings.

In order to address the first part of this research question, I look at two aspects of the potential
benefits noted by the participants when engaging in reflective thinking, as shown in Figure 4.4:
being active learners and being considerate to the students. The data were collected from the

interviews with the pre-service teachers, their RJs and the researcher’s reflective diary.
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Figure 4. 4: Affordances of reflective thinking

Being active learners

Being active learners means taking responsibility for self-learning during the school placement
and for thinking and learning actively in order to develop professionally. Reflection encouraged
most of the participants to be self-reliant when dealing with some of their teaching issues and

to reach a new understanding of them:

Reflection indeed is a self-learning process...thinking and reflecting on the
situation...reading some relevant resources to reach a new understanding of
the situation. (Hanan, 3)

At the beginning of the field work, Hanan thought that she must, as a trainee teacher, ask for
direct help or a solution from the classroom teachers when facing any teaching issues (see
arbitrary decisions in section 4.2.1). She did not realise, at that time, that thinking about the

current situation is her responsibility as a teacher:

| thought that when | face any problem, | should ask the classroom teacher
for the solutions and | would follow her methods...But now I try to address
the problems on my own. | write down the positive and negative aspects of
my teaching...l then think and decide whether it should be considered as a
problem or not...By doing that | expect to be continuously developing as a
teacher...and this will keep me aware of my incidents because being in the
teaching profession requires from each one of us that we improve by
ourselves, not just by reading...but also by thinking thoughtfully about the
reasons for the problems and the ways to address them. (Hanan, 1)
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It can be noted from the narrative above that Hanan’s approach to how to deal with her teaching
incidents are being transformed through reflection, from passively asking other people’s
opinions to thinking actively about her issues in order to reach a thoughtful decision. This
means that she became more careful in terms of considering any other aspects of the whole

incident rather than naively following others’ thoughts.

Many participants mentioned that they became more active in terms of increasing their self-
awareness by considering different aspects of their daily teaching. For example, Aldana stated

that she now tends to question herself and to focus on many aspects of her daily teaching:

My focus changed. I am not the [kind of] teacher who just gives the lesson to
the students and then goes back home. | focus more on the students...whether
they interact with me or not, and why. | became more aware of what was
happening around me. | tend now to question and challenge myself.
Reflection activated me mentally to think about any information and to
consider whether it would be helpful for me or not...so | tend to evaluate
everything. (Aldana, 2)

Aldana also added at her third interview that she had gained many skills, which encouraged her

to learn actively during the school placement:

From reflection, | learned many skills. How to write any issues clearly...now
to search for more than one solution and how to choose the effective solution,
not the easy one...before that | was just complaining. (Aldana, 3)

Increasing their self-awareness was also notable from the narratives from some of the
participants in terms of considering the importance of continuously evaluating the current
situation in order to reach a thoughtful decision. Here, Haifa stated that she had reconsidered
her strategy of reinforcing an individual’s confidence after realising the negative influence of

this approach on the atmosphere in her classroom:

One of the comments from an experienced teacher advised me to avoid using
the board to praise individuals in the classroom. | felt that when | had used
the board in this way that the atmosphere in the class itself became negative
— when | gave a prize to the winning students, the rest of the class felt
dejected. Thus, | decided to praise the group as a whole and | cancel the
individual competition. (Haifa, 3)

On the other hand, some of the participants, such as Mona, were less able to reflect at the two

highest levels of reflection, as half simply covered the related levels (see Section 4.1.2) to obtain
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more information about the participants’ level of reflection, even though she was responding

actively to the feedback and trying improve the level of her RJs.

However, reflection occasionally changed Mona’s view on how to deal with her teaching issues,
from thinking at a superficial level to thinking deeply by considering various other alternative
views. For example, Mona realised that communicating with the students and encouraging them
to take responsibility for their actions would contribute to managing the classroom effectively.
This signalled a transformation in her thinking in that she had previously imagined, at the
beginning of this semester, that teachers should use their power to force students to change their

behaviour:

My view changed. | used to deal with things at a very superficial level. | never
considered and focused carefully on my incidents or tried to address them
intellectually. Now with reflection...thank God...my view of the incidents has
changed. | focus carefully on my issues...I could not imagine that some
incidents could have such an influence on my teaching practice. For example,
I did not imagine that the problem of having misbehaving students could
affect my teaching practice. | used to either ignore their negative behaviour
or get very angry and yell at them sometimes, as | thought that I could force
them to change! Then, I read that communicating with them positively and
encouraging them to take the responsibility for their actions is the key to
helping them change for the better. For example, instead of blaming them by
saying ‘how many times should I remind you to follow the class rules?’ I said,
Ceba could you please think about your behaviour for two minutes then tell
me whether it is right or wrong. This kind of respectful conversation made
them think about their actions and attitudes. By doing that, things changed
gradually, and | noticed that they became quieter than before and this
reflected on me and my teaching as well. (Mona, 2)

Reflecting encouraged most of the participants to take responsibility for their practice rather
than to blame the students. Here, Reema intimated that when she reflected on her practice she

learned to do just that by looking at the reasons behind any issue.

| learned that when there is a problem, there is a solution. So, there is no
need to forget that and act as if things were not my responsibility and that
everything happened because of the students. Now, | do understand that when
there is a problem...I should think about the reasons behind it and look for
the appropriate solutions instead of blaming the students...as we often tend
to blame the students and accuse them...saying that they cannot understand
us! (Reema, 3)
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Here is an example of one of Reema’s reflections on the issue of late or missing homework:

My main approach to addressing any teaching issues is reading about the
relevant topic carefully until reaching the appropriate solutions. For
example, | noticed that there was a problem with my students’
homework...not all of them hand in their homework on time! So I read about
‘how to address homework issues’, and realised that the time between
assigning the homework and the assigned deadline of the homework for the
students was very long...about one week...and that it should not be too long
and not too short. Also, | noticed that | have to remind them of their duty from
time to time, telling them that the deadline to receive the homework is on
Wednesday. When doing that, the number of students who did not do their
homework indeed decreased. Not just that, but | also realised that | should
not create assignments without any purpose! You know, we tend to close our
lesson by giving students some homework. But why do | have to give them
homework without any real purpose! So | decreased the number of homework
assignments like this. Now, | can close the lessons by asking them for some
collaborative work on the subject or by asking them to give me the main ideas
of the lesson and how they benefited from them...l assign them homework
when | have a meaningful purpose...If I do not have a certain purpose, | do
not give them any homework. (Reema, 2)

Here, it is clear that Reema was actively searching for the reasons that were causing this
problem rather than blaming the students for being late or behind with their homework. This
was not Reema’s orientation at the beginning of this semester as she tended to blame the

students when things went wrong, as she mentioned in her first journal (Researcher’s diary).

Haifa clearly had similar thoughts when she stated the following:

| became more aware of what was happening around me...knowing what was
required from me...or...for me. Noticing my faults...it is irrational to blame
the students all the time without taking responsibility for the issue. (Haifa, 3)

Taking responsibility for one’s action was not the case with all the participants. Nada, for
example, especially at the beginning of the study, complained about the school system and
about the students’ proficiency and she was very confident that her way of teaching was
effective and that there was nothing wrong with her practice. Even when she was criticised by

her peers, she did not take their advice into account:

My friends attended my class and they said that | was very quiet...I do not get
the students excited about their learning. This made me think about my
practice...but I felt the opposite...my voice was clear...I was moving in the
class to be aware about everything in the class. They said that | did not
motivate the students...maybe because | was nervous because of them! My
friends | mean. (Nada, 3)
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Most participants articulated that reflection promoted them to purposefully think about their
teaching issues and to seriously implement the proposed solutions. For example, Sultanah stated

the following:

Reflection urged me to identify the incidents and the need to accelerate the
implementation of the proposed solutions, and the need to evaluate these
solutions more objectively. | mean we have become more serious in dealing
with the teaching and learning problems. (Sultanah, 2)

Haifa also clearly appreciated her experience of writing the RJs as she mentioned that this
helped her to reconsider her incidents in order to address them, while, at the beginning of this

study, she thought that reflection occurred normally and naturally in any human being’s life:

My purpose in reflection is to develop as a teacher, because | can concentrate
on my incidents to address them. Otherwise, | will keep repeating them again
and again. Before this, | thought that | was already a reflective practitioner,
as | thought it was obvious that you have to reflect on your practice... [Now]
I realise that | was noticing some of my problems, but I did nothing about
them. | did not carry out any solution. (Haifa, 2)

In her third interview, Haifa then clarified that one of the main benefits of writing the RJs lies

in the fact that she became committed to her written solutions:

| can say that currently I am committed to all of my written
solutions...because | figured them out by myself, | have to abide by them,
which means that reflection helped me to commit to my written plan in terms
of the solutions in my reflective journals. Before that I used to say that ‘I will
do this” and ‘I will do that’ without writing it down. Of course, what happened
was indeed that | forgot to do it. (Haifa, 3)

A similar thought was offered by Marwa when she emphasised how she had become more

serious about undertaking her proposed solutions:

Now when deciding on certain solutions, | truly incorporate them within my
practice. Before that, 1 simply thought about the solutions, but I never
implemented them. (Marwa, 2)

In fact, engaging with reflective thinking can foster a commitment to autonomous lifelong
learning, which | noticed among a number of participants. For example, Reema contacted me
six months after completing the study and informed me that she is adopting reflection as a way

to address her issues. Indeed, she asked me for more materials about reflection to conduct a
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workshop in her school. In this regard, Reema stated that she believes reflection is crucial and
has had an impact on her learning and teaching practice, as it improved her awareness about
her thoughts and actions as a teacher. She wanted to spread the idea of reflection in her school
environment by conducting a workshop to explain the idea of reflection and encourage teachers
to learn and link the theoretical and practical aspects of their teaching, to read from a thoughtful

book, and to discuss their issues in groups to tackle them thoughtfully (researcher’s diary).

The overall theme was that reflection helped most of the participants to take responsibly for
their teaching rather than ask for solutions directly from others. Playing an active role during
the field experience was noticeable among the participants except Nada, who generally
speaking did not engage actively with her learning and thus could not reflect at a thoughtful

level in all of her journals except the last one (see Table 4.14).

It is also notable from the narratives that reflective thinking helped the participants to increase
their self-awareness in terms of the importance of considering various aspects of their teaching
and any alternative views when addressing some of their issues. For some (including Haifa,
Reema and Aldana) it increased their self-awareness regarding the importance of the continual
evaluation of their current situation in terms of making thoughtful decisions. Most of the
participants (including Haifa, Reema, Aldana, Marwa, Rana, Sultanah, Asma, Hanan and
Nourhan) also articulated that reflection encouraged them to take responsibility for their actions
instead of blaming the students. It was also found that reflection promoted many of the
participants to think intentionally about their teaching issues and to seriously commit to their
written solutions. Furthermore, engaging with reflection has fostered self-learning and a
commitment to autonomous lifelong learning to continue learning to develop personally and

professionally.

Being considerate to the students
Being considerate to the students relates to taking their various needs and feelings into account
during the daily teaching routine or when making teaching decisions. These two aspects are

explained below in more detail.

The majority of the participants developed this orientation as a result of the continuance of their
reflective thinking. Indeed, many of the participants articulated in their second and third
interviews that they had become more considerate of the students’ needs by recognising their

weaknesses and supporting their needs in order to help them overcome their difficulties and

184



reach their potential. For example, when asking Haifa whether there was any change in her
professional practice as a result of engaging in reflective practice, she replied that she had
become more caring of the students in terms of considering and supporting their individual
learning needs. Here, Haifa recognised one student’s weakness in the Arabic language (the
student’s mother tongue was English not Arabic), which affected her achievement in other

subjects:

I became more caring about the students. Now, | search for how to improve
their ability and their growth. I focus more on the methods and approaches
that would make them better. For example, a student in grade two was moved
suddenly from an international school to our school and could not read or
write in Arabic. She could not even recognise the Arabic alphabet. When 1
asked her to read any letter, she took some time to remember it. Thus, it was
problematic for me in terms of how to assess this student, because her mother
tongue was English not Arabic. | have now started to give her more support
by giving her [in the activity class] some activities to encourage her to learn
the Arabic alphabet. | brought her an alphabet book and let her practice
pronouncing the sound of these letters while writing them. Thus, recently 1
feel she is improving, although she still needs more time. Indeed, the student’s
cognitive ability is perfect...but her inability to read and write hinders her
progress, even in other subjects. She cannot answer the questions in other
subjects because she cannot understand the Arabic language. It is like giving
an Arabic student a test written in English. (Haifa, 2)

Meanwhile, Sultanah articulated her experience of being considerate towards the students’
needs and feelings when evaluating each applied solution while reflecting on her practice.
Sultanah tends to put herself in the students’ shoes in order to understand the impact of her

solution on them, which ultimately made her more aware of her students’ feelings and needs:

Evaluating my solutions made me more sympathetic towards the students. |
now tend to put myself in their position...because, if I do not do that, this will
reflect on my class and | may have more problems...so, I tend to consider and
think about my solutions. For example, one of the students in my class was
bullied by other students because of my inappropriate solution. I noticed that
when they complained about her behaviour, | would move her and put her
with another group. This encouraged the other students to complain all the
time about her behaviour. So, what | did later was to ask them as a group to
solve their problems while | remained with them, but without any direct
intervention, and I then talked to the student alone about her inappropriate
behaviour. | assumed this helped to reduce the bullying. (Sultanah, 3)

Many participants stated that they became more understandable of the students’ needs and
stopped blaming them for their reactions in the classroom. For instance, Marwa highlighted her

experience of the students feeling bored during the lesson and how, as a result of reflection, she
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became calmer and more understandable, and tried her best to capture the students’ attention

by providing them with some activities aimed at meeting their needs:

Now, | feel like I can adapt to the situation. | mean | may feel confused, but |
can then control my feelings quickly. For example, sometimes when |
explained something difficult in the maths lesson, which would take a long
time, the students would sometimes feel bored and do things that may annoy
me. | later understood that | have to change my way of teaching [the
complicated lesson in maths] to capture their attention and that | should also
provide some breaks during the lesson by telling them a short story or by
providing them with some interesting maths-related activities. Previously, |
used to get angry and frustrated by their behaviour...now, I tend to think
about the situation from different perspectives to fully understand it.
(Marwa, 3)

Elsewhere, while Nada initially resisted thinking deeply about her teaching issues (see
Inflexibility in Section 4.3.3), she realised at a later stage of this study the importance of
considering the students’ differing circumstances, where some may need more containment

than others at some point in their lives:

I have noticed recently that in order to manage the classroom effectively, |
should build a good relationship with the students...and I also noticed that
some of the students require more containment than others. | used to treat
them all as if they were the same...but this was not right. | came to this
understanding after complaining about the behaviour of one of the students
and one of the teachers told me that this student had problems at home as her
parents were divorced recently. | then realised that the students have diverse
circumstances and that we should consider this...and that we should
compensate them for any deficiency in the home. (Nada, 3)

Meanwhile, Nourhan called for the importance of practicing reflection among all the
professional members in order that it encourages them to consider other aspects of teaching and

learn how to improve the students, both personally and academically:

Teaching is not just about giving certain information to the students...
Teaching involves improving the students from different perspectives. If each
teacher practices some reflection and searches for thoughtful solutions to
their issues...I think we may contribute to creating a different generation.
(Nourhan, 2)

In short, the majority of them seemed to develop this sense after carefully reflecting on their
practice. In fact, the participants articulated that they had recently tended to focus more on the
students’ feelings and needs and that this had led them to be more aware of the students’

weaknesses and to be more supportive towards them. When pre-service teachers make certain
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decisions or evaluate certain solutions, caring about the students’ needs and feelings was
notable. This caring orientation was recognisable in the participants’ RJS and narratives, where
the trainee teachers would put themselves in the students’ position and consider the fact that

students are all different and have different circumstances in their lives.

4.4.2 The facilitatory factors for the facilitation of reflective practice

We answer the second part of the fourth research question, which relates to the facilitatory
factors, by focusing on four aspects: face-to-face interaction, online human interaction, the use
of individual blogs, guidance from the literature and reading from the relevant teaching books
(Figure 4.5).

The data were collected from the pre-service teachers’ interviews, the pre-service teachers’ RJs

and the researcher’s reflective diary.
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Figure 4. 5: Facilitating factors for online reflection

Face-to-face interaction
Face-to-face interaction was one of the facilitatory factors that emerged from the interviews.
This refers to the types of interactions and discussions that occur between the participants and

others that relate to understanding reflective practice and their work as teachers. The
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participants used the terms ‘discussion’, ‘help’ or ‘sharing’ to explain how they interact with
others to understand their reflective practice or their teaching incidents that occur on a daily
basis. The first category of face-to-face interaction identified was interaction with professionals,
which include the supervisor, the school teachers and the school social worker, while the second

was interaction with peers.

Interaction with professionals

Interaction with professionals refers to the discussions that occurred between the participants
and the supervisor, the school teachers and the social workers in relation to particular teaching
incidents, and which encouraged the participants to reflect on them at a deeper level. Several
of these interactions were arranged after the participants had been observed by the
aforementioned professionals, while others took place when the pre-service teachers engaged

actively in these discussions without any such observation.

Many participants articulated that engaging in face-to-face discussions with their supervisors
after the latter had attended their classes certainly influenced their reflection. These discussions
enlightened their thinking in terms of recognising some of their teaching incidents. For

example, Sultanah stated the following:

1 remember my supervisor’s comment when she attended one of my classes,
as she said that | had a problem with managing the groups' work. | then
realised that | was giving the students the worksheets before clarifying what
they have to do. What happened was that the students became very busy with
these sheets, which means trying to gain their attention again was too hard.
Moreover, | did not give them feedback on their work, | just returned their
worksheets after correcting them. To articulate this problem and to save
time...1I tend now to explain the worksheet using a very large screen to all the
students instead of moving between them to explain it to each group. | also
now review the worksheet answers with the students by having a discussion
about them so they can gain a deeper understanding of them. | also work on
encouraging the students to work collaboratively...and, to be honest, I did not
feel that this was a problem until my supervisor mentioned it to me.
(Sultanah, 2)

Reema had a similar experience as she was very grateful to her supervisor when she helped the
pre-service teachers at the beginning of their teaching experience to reconsider their approach

to collaborative learning as a learning strategy in the classroom:

My problem started on the fourth day of our placement when I implemented
a collaborative learning strategy for the students. There was a big
disagreement within one of the six groups about the tasks and who should be
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the leader in each group. Their voices were loud, and they were very angry
with each other. | was very angry about what happened. | told them to stay
calm and cooperate with each other and complete the task.

Fortunately, my supervisor told all of us in our meeting that we did not create
real collaborative learning. She told us that we all used just the name of the
strategy without adopting the strategy appropriately.

In the future, I must be more knowledgeable about every strategy | plan to
use. | have to be aware of the right way of implementing any strategy and its
pros and cons.

When creating collaborative learning, I need to be clearer when defining the
tasks and clear about what | expect from the students as a group. Also, when
using collaborative learning, I will explain the role of each student clearly
and, of course, | will explain the importance of each role to achieve success
as a group, as this will help them to develop a positive attitude towards all
the roles in collaborative learning. (parts from Reema RJ)

Moreover, not all participants sought support from supervisors, as | noticed that students
avoided having a face-to-face discussion with Dr. Samira. This could be explained due to the
fact that the majority of Dr. Samira’s participants did not feel comfortable having a discussion
with her. Rana (supervised by Dr. Samira), for example, mentioned that our supervisor is busy

and we do not want to appear unable to address our issues by ourselves.

I usually do not seek support from my supervisor because | do not want her
to think that I am unable to tackle my problem by myself. (Rana, 1)

Dr. Samira concentrated more on evaluating the students’ level of teaching rather than on
engaging with them through reflective discussions that could help them to analyse and address
their issues. While she visited the trainee teachers at school three times with the aim of assessing
their teaching practice, in the official Practical Education document, it is noted that the pre-
service teachers should be visited at least four times, two in terms of guidance and two in terms

of assessment (Researcher’s diary).

Another supervisor, who did not participate in this study, generally had a weekly supervision
meeting with the students at the university, one of which I attended. Here, she appeared to be
trying to ‘spoon-feed’ the pre-service teachers in exactly what they should do and how they
should face their problems, while, ironically, the lecture was one-directional, with none of the
students asking any questions or trying to engage in any discussion with the supervisor

(Researcher’s diary).
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Indeed, all of the students supervised by Dr. Samira (except Nada) sought some support from
experts and trusted school teachers by asking the latter to attend their class and discuss their
practice to help them identify their teaching incidents. For instance, Kholoud articulated the

following:

At the beginning of this semester, it was hard for me to identify my problems.
As | felt that something was wrong but | am not sure what is it exactly.
Therefore, | asked one of the experts and very supportive teacher in my school
(not the class teacher) to attend my class to help me to figure out my
problems. She told me your teaching practices are very good but you have a
problem with your body language. As | was telling the students an interesting
story using some 3D teaching materials and | was moving left and right to
move the characters of the story. The students were very happy, and | got
their attention, but | did not realise that I am giving the students my back the
majority of the time! (Kholoud,1)

| then read about the teacher’s body language and I understood the
importance of body language, which as you know includes gestures, eye
movement and the importance of moving between the students. So, now I
consider all of that when teaching my students in the classroom. (Kholoud,
2)

Several participants also sought some support from expert teachers by discussing their issues

with them to discover the reasons behind certain incidents:

I examined my students in Chapter 7 which was about rearranging the story
events. They already know this skill as | examined them before and they had
a good result in Chapter 6. However, | choked when | saw their results just
ten out of 30 passed the exam! But what about the other 20 students? Why
could they not do it correctly? | went to the classroom teacher, explained to
her my issue and showed her my question to the students. She said: your
question is clear, but this story is a little bit hard for the students because in
this story they keep repeating certain words in each line which makes that
confusing for the students when they try to arrange the story. I then realised
why the students got confused. However, | also worked with students to let
them understand the meaning of punctuation as | noticed that understanding
that will help them to arrange the story correctly. (Reema, 3)

In this instance, an experienced teacher helped the pre-service teacher to understand one of the
reasons why the students could not accomplish the task correctly. However, after Reema
reconsidered this issue, she realised by herself that the students did not have enough knowledge
of punctuation and as a result, she decided to teach them in this area to help them arrange any

other stories based on their knowledge of punctuation and how to use it correctly.
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However, not all the class teachers were supportive, and indeed many were reluctant to help
the student teachers, even with providing them some basic information about teaching.
Moreover, some of them did not set a good role model of teaching. On this point, Hanan

articulated the following:

When | asked the classroom teacher about the criteria sheet for assessing the
students’ holy Quran reading...she said, ‘just do it...you do not have to be so
accurate’...then she said, ‘I am not accurate with them’...I know that the
students at the mid-level in terms of their reading have to practise reading
more...but their teacher gave them a pass result! They certainly need more
practice to pass. Even if the class time is not enough, she can use the activities
class time. If she wants to find a solution she can find time. (Hanan, 2)

Luckily, the majority of participants (except Nada) who were assigned to unsupportive class
teachers actively sought support from other school teachers to recognise their main issues to

write their RJs.

When Kholoud, for example, wanted to start writing her first journal, she was aware that there
were some issues with her teaching but she could not recognise her real incidents, so she sought
support from experienced teachers to help her, especially at the beginning of the semester

(researcher’s diary).

Moreover, one of the participants mentioned that she preferred to have a discussion with the
school social worker when she struggled to understand a certain aspect of her teaching practice.
This is because she was aware that the school social worker had a great deal of teaching

experience and knew the majority of the students at the school and their individual characters:

I remember undertaking [the ‘search for your comnsort’] activity by asking
students to match some questions with their answers. The students got
confused as they did not understand the activity, and this took me a long time.
The students did not read the whole sentences on the cards carefully before
matching them with their answers! I was not sure why this happened? When
| talked to the school social worker...she said that this activity was not
appropriate for their age. It is hard for them to read and understand such
long sentences and match them. | then realised the reasons for the confusion.
(Haifa, 3)

However, interacting with the school social worker was not common among the participants,
sometimes because of being unavailable in all school work placements. For example,
Dr. Samira’s trainee teachers were placed in a school where there was no available social

worker. Several have their own preferences in terms of who they discuss their issues with,
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which is largely based on their feelings of trust and on being comfortable with reflecting on and

discussing their issues.

According to the narratives, it would appear that engaging in certain discussions with
professionals helped the participants to identify some of their problems, which made them think
on a deeper level when compiling their RJs in terms of considering other aspects of their issues.
These interactions were especially crucial at the beginning of the pre-service teachers’ teaching
experience as the participants tended to struggle with their new role as trainee teacher in the
school. Not all of the participants were fully supported even by the supervisor or the class
teachers, but the majority found ways by interacting with other trustful school teachers or social
workers. These interactions acted as proxy interactions for flexible and possibility thinking

which are needed in teacher training.

Interaction with peers (collegial interaction)

Most participants identified that they interact and reflect with peers on a regular basis. The
feeling of belonging to a group where the members have to accomplish the same tasks was a
motivating factor for the majority of the participants in terms of continuing the task of reflecting
on their practice. This encouraged them to discuss their common problems and, in turn, to

encourage each other to complete the journals:

Being in a group that has to accomplish the same tasks motivated me. Without
them 1 think the work would be hard for me. We tend to ask each other
questions like...have you started writing your reflective journals? | may tell
them that I am in the middle of my journal...and that we have to complete it
and upload it in a couple of days. By doing that we indeed encouraged each
other to complete the journal...or we tend to discuss our incidents...one, for
example, said they were facing a certain problem and could not deal with it,
so we suggested some solutions for her and discussed them together...this
kind of conversation helped me to think...and to continue participating in this
project. If [ were alone...this would be hard for me. (Aldana, 3)

With this in mind, | noted that some of the pre-service teachers who withdrew from this study
after writing their first journal (Rouda and Raneem) had contacted me more than once,
promising to participate again in this project. However, they struggled to return (Rouda had
some family issues that took up her time, meaning she could not participate more in this study).
Here, | began to consider the possibility that their ability to participate in this project was
hindered by the fact that they were not part of a support group and that they were alone in

groups that had no interest in taking part in this study (Researcher’s diary).
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Meanwhile, understanding Bain’s model was challenging for many participants, especially at
the beginning of this study. Therefore, they tended to interact through active discussions to

understand how they were going to write their journals:

1t was hard for me at the beginning even to understand Bain’s model. I did
not know how to formulate the appropriate answers for the questions. I then
interacted with my peers to help me to understand them. (Marwa, 2)

Reflecting alone when dealing with one’s own practice could lead to more confusion.
Therefore, the majority of the participants preferred to speak up and to share their thoughts with

peers in order to identify their issues more comprehensively:

Sometimes when | asked myself many questions ... | feel like | am lost with so

many answers ... thus when | got confused ... | like to speak up and talk about
my issues with my friends ... This makes the reflection easier for me.
(Aldana,3)

Having a discussion with peers after attending each other’s classes was often helpful in terms
of evaluating each other’s practice. This can be achieved by identifying each other’s issues as

some of the incidents were not so clear cut, particularly for the new trainee teachers:

When my friend attended my class, she noticed that | look like | cannot bear
the behaviour of one of my students...when she told me, I immediately felt
somewhat guilty...I then started to think how | could deal with this student.
Indeed, some students, you know...you may not prefer them...this does not
mean that you hate them! But their behaviour disturbs you, which is annoying
sometimes! Now | try my best to treat this student like the others...I encourage
her to behave in the class...and recently, I gave her some responsibilities in
the class like collecting the students' books. So, yes, | have to treat them fairly.
(Nourhan, 2)

Nada, on the other hand, did not take the feedback of her friends into account:

My friends attended my class and they said that | was very quiet...I do not get
the students excited about their learning. This made me think about my
practice...but I felt the opposite...my voice was clear...I was moving in the
class to be aware about everything in the class. They said that I did not
motivate the students...maybe because | was nervous because of them! My
friends | mean. (Nada, 3)

As | noted earlier, it was hard for Nada to think in a flexible way. She tends to resist the criticism

regarding her practice when receiving comments from her supervisor, the current researcher or
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her friends. This attitude makes it hard for her to move forward in terms of her thinking and

practice.

As was noted above, the face-to-face interaction with professionals such as supervisors, school
teachers, and the social worker was mostly positive. These interactions helped the participants
to reconsider some aspects of their teaching practice and stimulated their reflection. The
feedback often appeared to be a kind of seed for some of the RJs, which made the participants
think deeper about their practice in order to understand their work as a teacher. Meanwhile,
feeling like they belong to a group that has to accomplish the same task was a motivating factor
for the participants in terms of participating in this study. Furthermore, interacting with each
other was considered as a valuable asset for many of them with regard to understanding
reflection and several of their teaching practice issues. However, not all the participants
welcomed comments from their peers or from others. Nada, for example, underestimated her

peers’ comments and also resisted responding to her supervisor’s feedback and criticism.

The use of individual blogs
Although some participants preferred to express their ideas with pen and paper, such as Reema
and Nada, they were aware that technology would be more beneficial for them than writing RJs

on paper. Here, Reema articulated the following:

I love using pen and paper when writing my thoughts ... indeed I like to draw
my ideas first on paper ... but I know that using blogs in our reflection would
be better because | can share it with others and see others’ comments ... but
on paper, no one will know about it ... Even though I do not like technology
very much but I have to do that with the use of technology. (Reema, 1)

Writing and sharing online journals encouraged some participants to write at an intellectual

level, because they considered the presence of the audience who will read their journals:

When writing my electronic reflective journals, | make more effort to deepen
my thoughts and write at an intellectual level because I know that others will
read them not just me. (Haifa, 2)

Many participants also preferred to use the blog as it helped them to keep these journals as a
reference for them and for others as well. It allowed them to read their journals any time

anywhere:
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For me writing the online RJs gave me a chance to read my issues again and
again ... I may face the same or similar issues in the future... So keeping them
in one place is good for my learning. (Marwa, 3)

Some of the participants articulated that reading their online journals helped them to recognise

how far their learning and progress had come during their field experience:

| like to read my online journals over and over because it helps me to
recognise how much I have learned... For example, with regard to managing
the classroom, | realised that | was exaggerating the situation and that things
have now become much better... | was a new person for them so they may
need time ...Some may accept me and some of them may misbehave trying to
test my reaction. (Aldana, 3)

Keeping online RJs allowed the majority to share, read and benefit from each other’s RJs:

1 benefited from reading my peers’ blogs ... For example, I read and benefited
from Asma’s blog especially on understanding how to write on the
reconstructing component... because I could not grasp how to write on that
component. (Kholoud, 2)

However, all participants mentioned that they faced difficulties when accessing the internet in
their school work placement because of the poor internet connection, but they managed to read

the blogs when using their smartphone.

We cannot read from the main blog or write our online journals during our
free time in the school work placement when using our laptop, because the
internet is very slow; however, we manage to read from our smart phones.
(Kholoud, 2)

The use of technology also supported their sense of accomplishment, and was mentioned by

some, for example, Nourhan:
I love keeping online reflective journals ... it gives me a very good feeling of

pride and accomplishment. (Nourhan, 2)

This feeling of pride and accomplishment came when they shared online RJs with others and

showed them their thoughts and knowledge. Here Asma stated:

I have shared my journal with my peers ... and felt a sense of accomplishment
because | was able to overcome my incidents and was also able to write about
them. (Asma, 3)
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Participants acknowledged and appreciated the technology features such as the ability to share,
read and keep online journals as a record of their progress throughout the school placement.
Furthermore, the use of individual blogs motivated the participants to engage with reflection,
since considering the presence of an audience made them think more carefully about their
issues. Finally, a sense of accomplishment and pride also arose as a result of being able to

express and share their thoughts with others.

Online human interaction

Providing the participants with online feedback from the researcher, supervisor and experienced
teachers was planned within this action research study with the aim of stimulating the
participants’ thinking and reflection at a deeper level. The participants highlighted their

experiences of receiving these online comments as follows:

Online feedback from the supervisor and the researcher
Receiving online feedback from both the supervisor and the researcher motivated the majority

of the participants to compile and improve their RJs:

Your online feedback indeed motivated me to continue writing. Otherwise we
may ignore it...without feedback I won’t be eager to make it better. I mean
sometimes | wrote things incorrectly, but | did not realise that it was not
accurate...if you just leave it to me I would assume that it is ok and that
nothing is wrong with it. (Haifa, 3)

The online feedback also helped many participants to improve the level of their RJs when

prompted to clarify certain meanings and encouraged to think more deeply about their issues:

I noticed from the online feedback that I did not consider some of my issues
critically or that | did not focus on the issue clearly...so, when | received the
feedback | always went back to my journals and thought about the issue,
rewriting my journal such that it had a clearer meaning. (Aldana, 3)

Hanan also adopted a similar stance:

It is hard for me sometimes to think deeply about some issues without
receiving feedback. | read the online feedback carefully and I considered
them even when writing my next journal. (Hanan, 3)
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Sultanah also highlighted her experiences when receiving the online feedback from the

researcher and her supervisor during this study:

| benefited from the online feedback. For example, when you asked me what
I meant by the principal skills. Here, | realised that some of my statements
were not clear enough to grasp the meaning...and needed to be clarified. I
also noticed that I should be more specific when writing about my teaching
incidents instead of talking about the problem, in general...I have to identify
my issues more precisely. (Sultanah, 2)

An improvement in writing style was noted by some participants, which was achieved as a

result of responding to the online feedback:

| feel like my writing has become better now ... because as you said to me
that | have to write each idea with a clear focus, explain it in detail before
jumping to another idea ... Your comments have been taken into account ...
and | keep remembering that when I write my journals ... Now | revised my
journals many times to make sure that each idea has been written clearly ...
and yes it works for me ... Also | used to write in noisy places which affected
the quality of my journals ... Now I sit alone in a quiet place after finishing
my work to write my reflective journals. (Kholoud, 3)

Here, Kholoud had responded actively to all the online feedback, which helped her to improve
her writing. At one point, she said that she would not give up and would keep improving her

writing until she reached the required level (Researcher’s diary).

In fact, the participants largely responded actively and modified their journals according to the
received feedback. However, some participants, including Mona, Rana, Nada, Kholoud and
Aldana, stated that they needed more than online feedback, and asked if they could receive
more support by having face-to-face discussions where they could discuss their issues

(Researcher’s diary).

In addition, | noted that even with feedback and other facilitating factors, reaching the
Reconstructing level of reflection was challenging for most participants, particularly when
focusing on solving individual issues. This could be due to the fact that certain problems require
more time to be addressed and that others were difficult to address due to certain external

contextual factors.

Here, | also have to clarify that | was occupying the role of facilitator in this action research,

where | tended to send feedback to the participants to stimulate their thinking in order to
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encourage them to write at a higher level. These comments were usually completed with their
supervisors during a weekly meeting. However, sometimes | wrote them alone as | could not
manage to meet them on a weekly basis due to their business and their multiple roles in the

university.

Online feedback from other experienced teachers
Most participants stated that while the online feedback from experienced teachers did not

influence their thinking, it had a positive emotional effect on them:

The online teachers’ comments were not helping me to reflect at a critical
level, they were more like a compliment. There were no comments on the

reflective journals’ content...but I liked it...it gave me a good feeling.
(Aldana, 3)

This was mainly because the reflection concept was new for all of them except Nadia, who
works as a teachers’ supervisor, and thus for most of them engaging in thoughtful feedback was
challenging. With regard to Nadia, who also sent feedback to the trainee teachers as a list of
devices or suggestions, | think she misunderstood her role and thought she should give them

some direct solution to help them during their field experience.

However, certain participants did articulate that they sometimes benefited from the experienced

teachers’ feedback in terms of reconsidering aspects of their teaching practice:

One of the comments from an experienced teacher advised me to avoid using
the board to praise individuals in the classroom. | felt that when | had used
the board in this way that the atmosphere in the class itself became negative
— when | gave a prize to the winning students, the rest of the class felt
dejected. Thus, | decided to praise the group as a whole and I cancelled the
individual competition. (Haifa, 3)

The overall theme indicated that most participants benefited from receiving online feedback
from both the researcher and their supervisors in that it helped them to think at a deeper level.
The comments also encouraged them to improve their RJs by clarifying some of the meanings
of their statements, identifying the issues more precisely and considering other aspects of their
issues more carefully. It also helped some participants to improve their writing style when they
considered and responded actively to the researcher’s feedback. In terms of the online
comments from the experienced teachers, most participants articulated that these comments did
not influence their reflective thinking or writing. In fact, these comments were seen as a list of

advisory aspects, while some of the participants did appear to benefit from this direct advice in
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terms of reconsidering aspects of their teaching practice. Nonetheless, the teachers’ comments

had a positive emotional impact on the participants as they were happy to receive them.

Online guidance from the literature

Online guidance from the relevant literature refers to the predefined online guidance, which
was embedded in the main blog by the researcher with the aim of facilitating the participants’
reflection. This predefined online guidance included infographics of the 5Rs framework from
Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002), infographics of the academic reflective writing model from
Ryan (2011) and examples and other materials that were involved in the main blog, (see
Appendix I).

Online infographics of the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002)
The online infographic of Bain’s model consisted of a summary of the main ideas of each
component of the model as well as some prompting questions that aimed to influence the pre-

service teachers’ ability when thinking about and compiling their journals (see Figure 3.6).

All the participants stated that the use of the 5Rs framework was essential for them at the
beginning of this action study in the sense that it facilitated their learning process in terms of

how to write their RJs:

| remember at the beginning, when | had to write my first journal, | felt
uncomfortable, as | was not sure what to write and how to write it. After that,
my feelings changed gradually, as | then knew how to express my ideas by
considering the first two levels of the Bain module, and how to rearrange my
thoughts and how to end the journal. (Mona, 2)

In fact, a number of participants were not sure whether they could really benefit from the 5Rs
framework infographic when they saw it during the first workshop. However, they realised the

value of such a model when they had to start writing their first journal:

When | saw the 5Rs framework infographic, | was not sure how one could
benefit from such a model. However, | realised that I benefited from many
materials on the main blog...I started to question myself and to answer the
questions, which really helped me in writing my journals. (Aldana, 1)
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Here, Aldana explained her approach when using the Bain infographic to write her reflective

journal:

After reading my own notes...I questioned myself by using Bain’s prompting
questions...l keep the Bain model infographic with me all the time when |
have to write about my incidents, answering the promoting questions to
formulate my reflective journal. (Aldana, 2)

Sultanah also indicated that the 5Rs framework (Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002) facilitated the

writing of her RJs:

To be honest | was not sure what to write and how to write it...but then when
| saw the questions in Bain'’s model...the levels and the components of Bain'’s
model...All of that made it much clearer for me and helped me when writing
my journals. (Sultanah, 1)

Sultanah then explained how she used the 5Rs framework from Bain, Ballantyne, et al.
(2002) when writing the RJs:

Before | start writing my journals...I usually think carefully about my
practice...then | decide which incidents | should write about...I write them in
points...What is the problem? And what are the other things related to the
problem that I should talk about? When | decide to write my journal...l use
Bain’s model to answer the prompting questions in points before | arrange
them into paragraphs. Doing all of that makes writing the reflective journals
much easier. (Sultanah, 3)

All participants preferred to read from the infographic on the 5Rs model, instead of reading the

original Bain model embedded with the other materials in the main blog. Hanan articulated:

I benefited from reading the infographic... | saw the original Bain model, it
was so complicated for me to understand it ... it was very hard in comparison
to the infographic... So I just read and engaged with the Bain infographic
and when | had my initial ideas | just followed the Bain model and wrote
down my thoughts ... it helped me to sequence my thoughts. (Hanan, 3)

However, at a later stage of this action research, most participants indicated that they had
become familiar with the reflective process and did not need to refer to Bain’s model before
writing their RJs:

To be honest, | used the Bain model infographic at the beginning of this

study...After that, it became more obvious to me how to reflect and write my
reflective journals. (Marwa, 3)
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Nada added that she had become familiar with the model and could almost remember all the

components of it:

The Bain model helped me to understand the reflection process and how to
reflect...Because writing reflective journals was not easy for me...they must
be written in a certain way. By considering the reasons...the
results...explaining things clearly...Bain’s model clarifies the levels of
thinking and the steps that help to give the reflection structure...now | have
become familiar with it and can almost remember it. This is why | do not need
to keep it in front of me now...but when | feel that | have forgotten certain
steps of the Bain model, | check the infographic to make sure that | have
covered all the model’s components...but, you know, I do not have to answer
all the promoting questions anymore. (Nada, 3)

On the other hand, others may use the Bain model as a revising tool to improve their journals

in terms of considering some important aspects of reflection:

Up until now, | have read the Bain model infographic to make sure that |
cover all the components of the model. For example, in one of my journals, |
forgot to note why writing about a certain incident was important. | then went
back to my journal and noted the reasons that prompted me to write about
this problem. (Reema, 2)

Online infographics of the academic reflective writing model (Ryan, 2011)

The infographic of the academic reflective writing model explains the differences between
descriptive writing and critical reflective writing. It also provides the participants with some
linguistic resources related to each component of the 5Rs framework (see Figure 3.7). The aim
of including this online infographic on the main blog was to improve the participants’ writing

style as well as their level of reflection.

Several participants highlighted that they used the online infographics of the academic

reflective writing model occasionally when they were struggling to express their thoughts:

Sometimes, | felt like I wanted to express my thoughts...but I was not sure
how to write about them. This model helped me to choose the appropriate
words and often helped me with expressing my ideas. (Nourhan, 2)

In fact, Mona, who has difficulties with her writing ability, kept the reflective writing model in
front of her when writing the RJs in order to help her find the appropriate expression with which

to present her thoughts:
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The online infographic of the academic reflective writing model was very
beneficial...when | have a certain idea and do not know how to formulate
it...or when | struggle to find the appropriate words or expression that could
represent my thoughts, I go back to the writing model. | keep this model in
front of me when writing my reflective journals. (Mona, 2)

Sultanah also had a similar opinion, stating that using this model helped her to improve her

writing level:

I benefited from the writing infographic when using the relevant words and
expressions...as | tend to write...then check my writing to make sure that I am
using the appropriate words, which helped me to improve my writing style.
(Sultanah, 2)

Exemplars

Online exemplars refer to certain examples of RJs that were used to help the participants
compile their own. The researcher uploaded two relevant exemplars for each topic, all extracted
from Bain, Ballantyne, et al.'s (2002) book.

All the participants articulated that reading the exemplars helped them to conceive how to write

their RJs, particularly at the beginning of this study:

At the beginning of this study...l did not know how to start writing my first
journal. The exemplars were very beneficial...now it has become easier for
me. | thought that | had to write it in a formal way...but when | read the
exemplars, I understood that it is like expressing certain issues...and that |
have to explain my feelings and identify the incidents clearly. | had no idea
how to write it? | knew that reflective thinking in teaching practice is about
identifying problems and addressing them intellectually...but how do we
express that? When | read the exemplars...things became easier...l read them
many, many times...and when I had to move onto the other components of the
Bain model...you know, it required more careful thinking because it was
getting more complicated. So, | usually went back again and reread the
exemplars carefully. (Sultanah, 2)

In fact, several participants found that reading the exemplars before writing their RJs made
things clearer and was more beneficial than referring to the Bain model as the former provided

them with a model journal, which stimulated them to think on the same level:

The existing exemplars...were very nice. They clarified how to reflect...they
were clearer than Bain’s model...and I benefited when reading these
exemplars more than from reading Bain’s model...because, you know, Bain’s
model explains reflection through a more scientific approach...but these
exemplars helped me to comprehend how to write, what kind of thoughts 1
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should write down and how to think intellectually. This is why | tend to read
the relevant exemplars before writing my own journal as this stimulates me
to think in a similar fashion. (Haifa, 2)

In partial sum, all the participants found that many of the online guidance resources, which
were embedded within the main blog, positively influenced their reflective thinking when
writing their RJs, especially at the beginning of this study. The online infographic of the 5Rs
framework from Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002) was generally used more at the beginning of
the main action research. However, the majority of the participants revealed that at a later stage
of this study, they had become more familiar with the reflective process and could reflect
without referring back to this model. Similarly, all the participants stated that reading the
exemplars was crucial for them, especially in the early stages of this research, because this
helped to stimulate their thinking and to write at a similar level. On the other hand, the online
infographic of the academic writing model from Ryan was only used occasionally by some of
the participants, where it helped them to improve their expressive writing, especially those who

have some difficulty with their writing ability.

Reading and reflection

As a part of the scaffolding of the pre-service teachers’ reflection process, online resources
related to some common teaching problems in the Saudi context, which were determined at the
end of the first informal phase of this action research (see Section 3.7.2), were uploaded to the
main blog. The participants were advised to read these relevant teaching resources (either the

embedded online books or other books) to help them think further on their issues (see Appendix

).

The majority of participants stated that reading the suggested online books was valuable,
especially when writing the RJs related to classroom management. Asma, for example,

expressed her experience when she had to write her classroom management reflective journal:

Reading online books helped me a great deal with my first reflective journal
regarding classroom management. Although | know many people who I can
consult when having teaching issues, they had no idea about this aspect.
Therefore, | kept reading about it until I found some solutions. So yes, |
benefited from reading these books. Although we studied a module about
behaviour modification...it was an optional subject...l imagined that | would
benefit from such a subject but it was more about memorising facts such as
the definitions, the name of the scholars and the enumeration of some
theoretical information. So, | never benefited from that...memorising facts
and recalling them again and again! (Asma, 2)
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Although Asma studied a module about behaviour modification, she did not benefit from it in
terms of her teaching practice because the majority of the university curriculum books largely

focus on more general theoretical knowledge than on practical issues.

Indeed, many participants found that reading the uploaded books was more interesting, practical
and beneficial than the curriculum books in that it encouraged them to adopt the reading

approach when dealing with their various teaching issues:

The reflection project encouraged me to read from relevant books and to use
this information in our practice. Our curriculum books, in general, were
boring...the suggested classroom management books were very interesting
because they included certain practical knowledge and suggested solutions
that | could adopt the next day. (Hanan, 2)

Meanwhile, Hanan also highlighted that her experience of engaging with the reading resources
when thinking about and writing her RJs changed her reading approach from one of focusing
on memorising knowledge to a more meaningful one that involved understanding the issue in

more depth in order to address her practice incidents:

My way of reading indeed changed. Instead of reading to memorise
information so as to write it down at the exam...| now tend to read more
carefully...to stop and think when reading on certain topics. | also now tend
to reread some information again and again...and to read with the aim of
understanding...I link the ideas together. Up to this point | have read more
than five books...I read them to find some appropriate solutions for my
teaching incidents. (Hanan, 3)

Reema also voiced her experience of reading when facing some teaching issues, and how she

changed her teaching practice as a result of reading some relevant teaching books:

My main approach to addressing any teaching issues is reading about the
relevant topic carefully until reaching the appropriate solutions. For
example, I noticed that there was a problem with my students’
homework...not all of them hand in their homework on time! So | read about
‘how to address homework issues’, and realised that the time between
assigning the homework and the assigned deadline of the homework for the
students was very long...about one week...and that it should not be too long
and not too short. Also, I noticed that | have to remind them of their duty from
time to time, telling them that the deadline to receive the homework is on
Wednesday. When doing that, the number of students who did not do their
homework indeed decreased. Not just that, but | also realised that | should
not create assignments without any purpose! You know, we tend to close our
lesson by giving students some homework. But why do I have to give them
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homework without any real purpose! So | decreased the number of homework
assignments like this. Now, | can close the lessons by asking them for some
collaborative work on the subject or by asking them to give me the main ideas
of the lesson and how they benefited from them...I assign them homework
when | have a meaningful purpose...If I do not have a certain purpose, | do
not give them any homework. (Reema, 2)

Elsewnhere, several participants stated that reading helped them to correct the misconception of

certain concepts related to their teaching practice:

| realised that 1 had misunderstood the real meaning of decisiveness...l
thought that it means to shout and to treat students in a tough manner. When
| read about decisiveness however...I realised that it is something totally
different...the real meaning of decisiveness is not being tough with students
but believing in oneself and being determined and clear to the students.
(Rana, 1)

Meanwhile, others articulated that reading illuminated their thinking by making them consider

other aspects of their issues:

Reading provides me with some new ideas to consider other aspects of the
problem...or provides me with some solutions that I may neglect either
because | have the feeling that they are not effective or that they are
something totally new and that | had never thought about or tried them
before. (Sultanah, 1)

Indeed, Nourhan felt more confident about her teaching decisions after reading the relevant

resources.

When | found a solution for my teaching incidents, | felt confident in myself
and my professional practice, because when 1 reflect, | usually read from
relevant resources, which helps me to reach the appropriate decisions. Now,
my evaluation of my practice is based on my knowledge of relevant resources,
because when | argued with others about my thoughts they did not
understand me...now, I am able to reflect, read and discover whether my
practice is appropriate or not. For example, | told [my peers] that my
decision to have certain rules in the class and stick to them was right
according to the book | had read, while my friends were criticising me for
having that attitude in my classroom. (Nourhan, 2)

Certain participants also mentioned that reading the relevant books helped them to improve
their writing. Aldana, for example, stated that practicing writing the RJs as well as engaging

with some relevant resources influenced her ability to write at a deeper level of reflection:
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I was not sure how to explain my thoughts? How to formulate my incidents
clearly? Practising doing that helped me to improve my skill of writing these
Journals ... because I did not practice writing from a long time ago... Also
reading the relevant resources helped me to formulate the issues in more
intelligible ways. (Aldana,2)

However, not all the participants have a positive attitude towards reading. For example, Haifa

explained her own view of reading as follows:

| do not like to read...I feel it is boring. Although I do notice the differences
between people who read and those who do not...they have more professional
terms, more sophisticated and organised thoughts and more openness. | wish
I could read like them, but I cannot...l feel bored after reading one or two
pages...I like to watch movies...I do not mind to watch two, three or four
movies one after another...but reading is very difficult for me. So, when | have
to read something...I read it very fast...this is why I made some mistakes in
my exams...I am aware that in order to be a good teacher | have to read on
new things but sometimes laziness stops me!(Haifa, 1)

Furthermore, participants did not merge into reading at the same level when writing their RJs,
as some of them engaged with reading more than the rest, such as Reema, Sultanah, Marwa,
Hanan, and Kholoud. Some referred to the literature sometimes, such as Nourhan, Rana, Asma,
Aldana, and some rarely read or linked to the relevant literature, such as Haifa, Nada, Mona

(researcher’s diary).

In short, reading relevant teaching books was a valuable resource for the majority of
participants, especially when having to deal with their classroom management issues. This is
partly because the university curriculum related to managing classrooms or managing
behaviour included optional subjects that were taught through a rote learning style, which
involved memorising certain facts and recalling them in the formal exam. The second reason is
related to the fact that even experienced teachers in the Saudi context have a lack of knowledge
in terms of managing a classroom effectively. Thus, reading the suggested uploaded books was
beneficial, especially the books that were based on practical knowledge. Furthermore, reading
the other relevant books influenced some of the participants’ teaching practice when searching
for the appropriate solutions for their teaching issues. This also helped others to correct some
of their misconceptions regarding certain teaching concepts. On the other hand, several found
that reading the relevant resources helped to build their confidence in terms of making teaching
decisions, as they found these books to be trustworthy resources that could be relied on when

they became confused by others’ personal opinions. Finally, reading teaching books helped to
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improve some of the participants’ writing abilities by helping them to become familiar with
certain professional expressions and teaching terms. However, not all the participants showed
a positive attitude towards reading, although they did believe that reading would help them to

improve, both personally and professionally.

4.5 What are educational supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective
journals as a method of learning?

The aim of this research question is to understand the supervisors’ perspectives on using online
RJs as a method of learning for trainee teachers. The narratives obtained from the supervisors
highlighted three main aspects as shown in Figure 4.6. The first relates to the important factors
that one should think about when implementing reflection as a method of learning, while the
second relates to determining the factors that positively contributed to encouraging the
participants to reflect during this project. Meanwhile, the final aspect relates to the positive

engagement of the trainee teachers in this reflective study from the supervisors’ point of view.
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Figure 4. 6: Supervisors’ perspectives about reflective thinking

4.5.1 Important factors that should be considered when implementing reflection as a method
of learning

The supervisors highlighted certain factors that should be considered when implementing
reflection as a method of learning. Some related to the personal characteristics of the
participants and their willingness to learn, while others related to the participants’ feeling of
belonging within their respective groups when reflecting on their practice. Moreover, they also
mentioned other factors that may be considered when aiming to implement reflection as a

method of learning with the students.
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Personal characteristics of the participants (willingness to learn)
Finding students who were willing to participate in this study in order to learn and improve

their skills without earning extra grades was challenging at the beginning of this study:

The first challenge in this project was the students’ acceptance of doing all
that. This was a big challenge, especially when knowing that there are no
credits. So of course, you will find a certain reluctance. The second challenge
relates to the fact that some students had a generally negative view of
reflective thinking, imagining that it is complex...takes up much time, requires
some effort to think about the thoughts themselves. All of that requires so
much energy and time. (Dr. Noor)

Meanwhile, Dr. Noor mentioned that, in general, the students were reluctant to engage in extra
reading (in other modules). This is because they used to be taught traditionally, focusing more

on memorising certain knowledge and recalling it during the exam:

The students used to study a certain module with a certain resource and they
will be tested on that. If a student has been asked to read from other extra
resources, they consider it a burden...and never read extra resources. The
students have a certain ideation and do not want to divert from this ideation.
They want to study from a certain book and to acquire the grades without any
extra effort. (Dr. Noor)

One should not blame the students alone for their attitude since it appears to me that students
used to be taught in terms of memorisation, and there was a lack of support for critical thinking
and writing skills in many of their modules during their study at both school and university (but

of course, not in all of their modules; see Section 4.3.3 Lack of Thinking Skills).

Dr. Afnan has a similar thought, as she noticed that many of the students are generally more
concerned about their grades than their learning. However, the narrative revealed that some

care about their learning and were interested in participating in the study:

| feel like this project is beautiful and good for the students, but the problem
is with the students’ willingness. Students rarely take on something unless
there are credits involved...they want grades for any required tasks...and this
is a problem...but some of them, when they engage in such a project...they
realise that it is important and has an influence in their life. So, you will find
students who continue, while some just leave as they do not want to continue
in the project. (Dr. Afnan)

The other reason that led to the trainee teachers’ unwillingness to participate in this study relates

to their weak writing ability, as Dr. Afnan noted:

208



I guess the major problem is with their writing...they lack writing skills. So,
anything that requires writing would be hard for them. We certainly have a
problem in our learning system...in terms of the lack of support for critical
writing. For example, even the exams in the schools tend to be objective tests,
which means that this generation writes less. In the university, we have a
similar situation where the exam is based more on objective questions
because the number of students is huge compared to the number of
lecturers...which means correcting objective tests is easier. The students in
general have not practiced enough writing and it is obvious that they would
struggle to write their journals and when they struggle with things, they do
not like to do them. (Dr. Afnan)

Dr. Afnan had a previous experience of students’ reflection when asking them to reflect on their
practice on paper, but the result was disappointing. She believes that the main reason here
relates to the fact that they do not know how to write because they rarely practice writing at
school or even at university (see Section 4.3.2 Lack of Writing Ability). Indeed, two of her
students withdrew from the study because they could not write at a good level. However, I think
that the problem was more than just their poor writing ability since they also could not figure
out the main problems or contribute to finding critical solutions, which means they also lack
thinking skills (see Section 4.3.3 Lack of Thinking Skills). Their first and only journal was

compiled at a very superficial level (Researcher’s diary).

This means that not all students have the same level of willingness to learn actively in order to

improve as teachers. Here Dr. Samira stated the following:

I guess the students who participated in this study were very self-motivated
to learn. | mean they participated because they want to learn and
improve...but not all the students have the same attitude. So, you have to keep
that in mind. Those students are interested in learning something new and,
of course, this affected their practice. (Dr. Samira)

As mentioned earlier, the students participated voluntarily in this study, suggesting that they
are in general interested in writing RJs and are convinced and believe to some extent in the
benefit of writing them, although they did not show the same enthusiasm. For example, Nada
and Haifa were less enthusiastic than others. However, the students who did not participate
right from the outset or withdrew from the study at some stage did not have a good attitude to
reflecting on their practice. This suggests that, if the reflection was compulsory, we could
expect a lower level of reflection as not all the students would be willing to learn how to reflect

and would not engage seriously or freely with their journals. In this regard, it is believed within
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Dewey's theory of reflection that some initial attitudes are crucial to engaging with reflection
(see Table 2.1). Bain et al. (1999) articulated that although reflection can develop over time, an
“initial reflective ability and willingness to devote effort to the task are the best predictors of

final performance” (p. 70).

The participants’ circumstances (feeling of belonging)

Another factor found to be crucial in this study relates to the feeling of belonging when
reflecting on their practice by being in a supportive group. These groups tend to believe in the
importance of reflection and interacted with each other actively to understand their issues and
to help solve them. Dr. Noor noted that when the participants were in a supportive group, they
continued to participate and reflect during this study, while it was hard for Raneem (who was

the only trainee teacher from another school who agreed to participate) to commit to this study:

| guess a very important factor in this study is that being in an unsupportive
group would be a reason for any reluctance to continue participating...like
with Raneem, who did not find a supportive environment in which to discuss
her issues or to help her to reflect, or maybe she found a negative
environment. Discussion was found to be a very important factor in enriching
the reflection. I remember at one of our sessions, Mona said that the reflective
thinking was enriched by the group discussion. (Dr. Noor)

Indeed, reflection was found to encourage the participants to actively interact with each other
and to support each other when facing the incidents. Dr. Samira also noted that the participants

had become more active in terms of discussing their issues when visiting them at their school:

| feel that the reflection prepared the ground for productive discussions
within the trainee teachers...I noticed that the participants interacted with
each other actively regarding their work when visiting them in their school.
They were also happy to have the online feedback from the experienced
teachers. (Dr. Samira)

In this regard, it has been reported that one of the main criteria that characterises Dewey’s
concept of reflection is the importance of being in a community to interact with others while
reflecting (Rodgers, 2002), as reflection does not occur in isolation. Reflection does not involve
only internal dialogue but also the importance of interacting with others (Zeichner and Liston,
1996; Bain, Ballantyne, Packer, and Mill, 1999; Freese, 1999; Ryan, 2013).
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Other suggested factors for consideration

Several other factors were found to be crucial from the supervisors’ perspective when
implementing reflection as a method of learning. The first relates to the importance of
introducing the concepts at an early stage to save the participants’ time, as some mentioned at
an early stage of this study that they often experience time constraints during the semester (see
Section 4.3.1). Here, a suggestion was raised by two of the supervisors in terms of the

importance of introducing the concepts earlier when studying other modules at the university:

| feel that the students who engaged in the reflection took more time, as they
told me, to learn how to reflect and to organise their thoughts. The trainee
teachers argued that this time could be used to design their lessons or to
prepare the student tests. Therefore, introducing the concept prior to the
school placement experience by encouraging them to reflect within many
modules would help them to practice. | remember Nourhan told me in our
last session that if she had had a chance to study it beforehand, writing the
reflective journals would not have taken such a long time. So, I think if there
Is some prior training, |1 do not think that time would be an obstacle to
practicing reflective thinking during the school placement. As you know, the
students had no idea how to formulate their thoughts, even when they studied
critical thinking — within some modules, they focused on memorising facts.
(Dr. Noor)

Dr. Afnan clearly has a similar thought as she stated the following:

| think reflective thinking should be encouraged within other modules. |
mean, we should think about implementing this in other modules as a type of
training for the students...where the students could get used to how to write,
how to identify their problems and how to address them. | guess this would
be beneficial for them in the long run. (Dr. Afnan)

This means that the participants need to understand the real meaning of reflection and how they
might reflect on their practice at an early stage of their studies. Understanding the concept (of
reflection) can be learned when reflecting on their learning in other modules. Moreover,
students can also learn how to reflect on their practice by being provided with a chance to visit
schools at an early stage of their university studies. This could also include providing them with
various materials and engaging them in thoughtful discussion on how one could reflect on
practice by thinking aloud and/or by setting an example to them of how to reflect on their
practice. This could be achieved when supervisors and lecturers reflect and share their RJs with
the students to ensure that they genuinely understand the meaning of reflection before reaching

the final semester (i.e. their school placement) of their studies.
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This factor was noticed by many scholars such as Yost, Sentner, and Forlenza-Bailey (2000),
who emphasised the importance of establishing and supporting the concept of reflection over
time within the teacher education curriculum. This would give trainee teachers many
opportunities to engage with reflective activities and to broaden their horizons, which would

help them over time to reflect at a more thoughtful level.

Moreover, the second suggestion related to the importance of considering the workload of the
supervisors (i.e. the number of students with each supervisor). Dr. Samira was particularly
concerned about the number of students each supervisor was responsible for when engaging in

the supervision of reflective thinking:

I think if we want to generalise the reflective supervision model for all
students, there should be some consideration of the number of students with
each supervisor...to find time to read [their work] and provide them with

feedback. (Dr. Samira)

In fact, while Dr. Samira supervises 28 students (at bachelor and diploma level), only six
participated in this study, which means reading their work and providing them with feedback
was possible. However, Dr. Samira was concerned about the other students in terms of
generalising such a study, and thus all the students were required to reflect on their practice,
instead of it being an optional task. She wondered about the workload for each supervisor, and
whether they would be able to support all of the students when they were asked to reflect on

their practice.

The importance of considering the workload of the supervisors was found to be crucial in this
study because the workload of the supervisors in the present study was quite big, for example,
Dr. Samira supervises 28 students. Thus, if we want to generalise this study in the College of
Education in IAU to influence all trainee teachers’ levels of reflection, the workload of the

supervisors should be considered and reduced.

In partial sum, there are a number of factors that should be considered from the supervisors’

perspective when implementing reflection as a method of learning for trainee teachers. The

most basic relates to the importance of considering the personal characters of the pre-service

teachers and their level of willingness to reflect on their practice. Additionally, the importance

of considering their respective circumstances and whether they were in supportive groups and

had a feeling of belonging — which would help them while reflecting on their practice — is
212



crucial. The other suggested factors mainly related to the importance of introducing the concept
of reflection beforehand within the students’ modules to save their time during the school
placement. Finally, the importance of considering the workload of the supervisors when aiming

to generalise such a study is crucial.

4.5.2 Factors contributing positively to encouraging the participants to reflect on their
practice

There are some other factors that contribute positively to the participants reflecting on their
practice. These factors include providing the participants with a secure environment,
considering their needs at the early stage of the school placement in terms of close professional

support and the use of technology as a motivating and supportive factor.

Secure environment

Creating a secure environment is an essential factor that can help participants when reflecting
on their practice, by encouraging them to acknowledge their incidents in order to address them
effectively, in an open and democratic environment, in which they are guaranteed that there

will be no adverse consequences:

It is very important to provide the students with a secure atmosphere and a
sense of encouragement ...when they engage in the reflection process. Even
when their level of reflection was not good...we may say that this is a good
attempt and that they could try to think about it again at a deeper level.
(Dr. Noor)

Dr. Afnan clearly had a similar view when she said the following:

The students should feel that it is normal to commit some mistakes and to try
to resolve them. (Dr. Afnan)

Providing students with a secure environment is especially crucial given that within the Arab
culture, as Dr. Afnan mentioned, it is hard to admit your mistakes. This is due to the fact that

Arab societies usually blame and humiliate any individual who admits their mistakes:

In our culture, unfortunately,...it is hard to admit your mistakes...because,
even within the society, if you admit your mistakes, this would count against
you. So, it is more about the person who received that...I mean even when
you are the kind of person who does not like to admit your problems, when
you go to a different environment where admitting one’s mistakes is
respected...you would admit them because they would consider that as
normal behaviour...but within an Arabic society, when you commit any
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mistakes and acknowledge them, others will blame you for your mistake and
humiliate you...and would remind you all the time about it...Hhhhh.

(Dr. Afnan)

The importance of providing the participants with a ‘secure environment’ was noticed by the
supervisors and by me as a researcher. Providing the participants with a secure environment is
crucial to encourage them to take the first steps of reflection by acknowledging their main
incidents. Being afraid and unsure of the consequences of writing RJs hindered the students
from reflecting. Thus, providing them with a secure environment is crucial when asking them
to write RJs. Indeed many authors (e.g. Francis, 1995; Roberts, 1998; Hobbs, 2007) stated the
importance of creating a supportive and secure environment to help the participants to engage

with reflection.

In the present study, we guaranteed to the participants that their grades will not be affected as
a result of engaging with reflection and that it is normal to face challenges and their role was to
clarify them and to reflect on them. As a result, they expressed themselves freely during this
study, which was not a common behaviour among college students as the supervisors
articulated (see section 4.5.3 for more information). This was not the case during the informal
phase as the trainee teachers tended to conceal their real issues and they did not discuss their
incidents. One of the trainee teachers in the informal phase articulated that she preferred to not
mention her issues in her journals after being criticised by her supervisor over and over when

she admitted one of her weaknesses (researcher’s diary).

Providing close professional support

The close support at a very early stage of the study in terms of having face-to-face discussions
with the trainee teachers to help them understand their work and to help them to identify their
incidents is also crucial, especially at the beginning of the semester (see Section Interaction

with professionals). Here, Dr. Afnan clarified this when she articulated the following:

Basically, during my supervision, | encourage the trainee teachers to admit
their issues...because with this...half of the work is done...but when they
resist...sometimes they do not notice they have a problem. So, while they may
describe what happened, they never notice the depth of the problem. For
example, when the trainees implemented a teaching strategy...they found that
the problem related to the students, while they never noticed that the
implementation of the strategy was inappropriate. When telling them that
they did not implement the teaching strategy appropriately, they were
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surprised and said ‘Aha...so this was the problem!’ So, by engaging with
them in some discussion, they notice their problems. (Dr. Afnan)

Dr. Noor also has a similar view since she articulated her experience with one of the trainee

teachers in helping them to identify their incidents:

When supervising Sultanah for example...I told her that she has a problem
with managing the group work. When reading her journal, I noticed that she
realised by herself how to overcome this issue. She never asked me for help
in what to do exactly..when attending her class...I recognised that her
teaching practice had improved and that she could manage the group work
effectively. (Dr. Noor)

The importance of close professional support was mentioned by the supervisors and by the
trainee teachers as well, especially at the beginning of the study. This factor was noticed when
analysing the trainee teachers' RJs, as it was clear that their face-to-face interaction with their
supervisors and with professional members, in general, facilitated their reflective thinking.
These discussions helped when identifying their main incidents while reflecting on their
practice. Ryan articulated that even when writing within the first two components of reflection,
based on the Bain model, the educator has to facilitate participants' reflection by, for example,
engaging with them in discussion regarding their practice to help them focus on their issues
rather than re-telling them (Ryan, 2013).

Using technology
Using technology was found to be beneficial and a motivating factor during this study. Here,
Dr. Noor mentioned that the existence of both the main and the embedded materials encourages

the students to reflect and helps them to understand the meaning of reflection:

The existence of the main blog and the individual blogs was very helpful for
the students when reflecting on their practice, as they provide them with
exemplars of others’ experiences in different environments...which trained
them on how to formulate their ideas. This helped them to understand and
conceive how they could think and write their journals and also encouraged
them to participate in this study. Also, the Bain module was very clear and
easy to follow and the students were capable of undertaking this module when
reflecting on their practice. (Dr. Noor)

Dr. Afnan was also satisfied with the Bain model in terms of it clarifying the idea of reflection

for the students:
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| feel like the Bain model facilitates the students’ understanding of the
meaning of reflection...and they engaged with it very quickly. (Dr. Afnan)

Furthermore, technology was found to be beneficial in terms of providing the trainee teachers

with continuous feedback to improve the level of their RJs, here Dr.Noor stated the following:

Trainee teachers sometimes need some feedback to help them with reflecting
on their practice. For example, some may not write on a specific issue...]
mean they may write about a very general issue...so when giving them
feedback, their reflection improved. (Dr. Noor)

Dr. Samira had a similar thought when she stated the following:

I noticed that some participants were able to figure out their incidents...while
others need more support. So, providing them with feedback was helpful.
(Dr. Samira)

In short, a number of factors were found to be essential, from the supervisors’ point of view, to
encouraging the participants while reflecting on their practice. The first relates to the
importance of providing the students with a secure environment in order to encourage them to
express themselves freely, while the second factor relates to the trainee teachers’ needs in terms
of close support in the form of face-to-face discussions with professionals, especially at the
beginning of the school placement, to help them to recognise any significant issues. Finally, the
use of technology was found to be a motivational and beneficial factor in terms of clarifying
the meaning of reflection and providing the participants with continuous feedback to help them

improve their RJs during this study.

4.5.3 The positive aspects of reflective thinking seen from the supervisors’ perspectives

There are some positive aspects of the engagement of trainee teachers in writing the online RJs
from the supervisors’ perspectives. These include that the participants were able to express
themselves freely, the progression of their reflective thinking and their being able to actively

communicate with each other when reflecting on their practice.
Expressing themselves freely

One of the advantages here relates to how the participants were able to express themselves

freely by admitting their incidents and weaknesses, which is not common behaviour among
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college students. Dr. Afnan was impressed with their level of openness when talking about their

teaching issues:

I noticed that they were very explicit, and this was the advantage of openly
talking about themselves. Usually, when you ask students to write...they write
about the positive aspects and they do not mention the negative aspects of
their teaching. | mean, as Ruba said explicitly, she hates teaching. For me, it
was good to see this level of honesty among the students. (Dr. Afnan)

As the researcher, | believe that this was a result of two factors: using the Bain model, which
focused on the importance of admitting one’s problems; and offering a secure environment that
encourages the students to acknowledge their problems. However, some participants seemed to
avoid articulating their incidents clearly to avoid taking responsibility for some of their
inappropriate decisions, but when they received feedback on this, they usually took

responsibility for their actions and wrote their issues up clearly.

The progression of participants’ reflective thinking
A massive improvement in the RJs was found by Dr. Noor, compared with the RJs of the

diploma students of the previous year:

There is a huge difference between the current online reflective journals and
the journals written by the diploma students last year. The reflection module
of the diploma was like a theoretical framework that asked the students to
write down the lesson objectives that had not been achieved and the reasons
for this. The aim of that task was not achieved because they usually write at
a very superficial level, saying, for example, in one sentence, that this is
because there was not enough time...or because the projector did not
work...which means that it was at a very, very superficial level. (Dr. Noor)

The supervisors also recognised that the participants tend to rely on themselves rather than

passively ask for direct solutions:

I noticed that the participants tend to rely on themselves when learning
during the school placement. Some were able to discover their incidents and
address them. Moreover, the participants were active in terms of considering
other external resources rather than asking me for solutions. Like for
example Sultanah, when I told her that she has a problem when dealing with
students working in groups, she recognised her problem, and when | attended
her class the next time, | noticed that her teaching in terms of organising the
group work for the students had improved. (Dr. Noor)
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Dr. Samira also noticed that the participants in this study were more determined to resolve their
issues than the students of last year, as the latter avoided mentioning the negative aspects of

their teaching:

| feel like the participants focused more on their incidents in order to address
them. They did that systematically by identifying their problems and
following a specific plan. When we asked the students of last year to reflect,
they did not follow a certain approach. Indeed, they avoided mentioning the
negative aspects of their teaching. (Dr. Samira)

However, the supervisors noticed that not all the participants were able to reach the high level

of reflection on all of their journals:

| found that Reema wrote her journals at a critical level, but with Haifa, |
was expecting a better level of thinking. Indeed, | was surprised when reading
her journals, especially the first ones...I noticed later that her writing had
improved. (Dr. Afnan)

Thus, providing the trainees with continuous feedback was crucial in helping them to improve
their RJs:

Trainee teachers sometimes need some feedback to help them while reflecting
on their practice. For example, some may not write on a specific issue. |
mean, they may write about a very general issue...so, when giving them
feedback, their reflection improved. (Dr. Noor)

Increasing the level of communication

The third aspect that was noticed by the supervisors related to increasing the level of
engagement and communication among the participants as a result of being involved in writing
the RJs. Here, Dr. Noor was surprised when hearing the participants engage in some discussions

about certain teaching issues when visiting their school to supervise them:

I was surprised when | found the students engaging in a very serious
discussion about a certain teaching issue...where everyone was sharing their
opinions and trying to convince others with their thoughts... Throughout my
supervisory experience with my previous students | had not seen such
engagement in a discussion with that level of excitement...which means that
reflection helped and encouraged the students to interact with one another
effectively to discuss and overcome their common issues. (Dr. Noor)
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Dr. Samira clearly has a similar opinion since she stated the following:

| feel that the reflection prepared the ground for productive discussions
among the trainee teachers. | noticed that the participants interacted with
each other actively regarding their work when visiting them in their schools.
They were also happy to receive the online feedback from the experienced
teachers. (Dr. Samira)

To summarise, during this action research the supervisors highlighted many positive aspects
including the fact that participants expressed themselves freely. Furthermore, there was some
progress in terms of the level of reflection in comparison with that of the trainee teachers’
journals from the previous year. Finally, there was an increasing level of discussion and
communication among the participants in terms of discussing their issues while writing their
RJs.
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Overarching higher order themes

Figure 4.7 visuals the overarching higher order themes to represent the link between the main
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Figure 4. 7: Overarching higher order themes
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From the above diagram, it clear that at the beginning of the study, pre-service teachers revealed
conflicting feelings of hesitation and enthusiasm towards the reflection. Feelings of hesitation
appeared because of their ignorance of the meaning of reflection and because of participants’
self-doubt regarding their ability to think and write. This feeling was associated with
enthusiasm when they were shocked by the reality of teaching and realised that they should
consider their issues differently. The feelings of enthusiasm were also found as a result of
recognising that the purpose of engaging with reflection is for self-assessment and to air their
views. The conflict feelings that were identified among the participants in the present study
have not been noticed among pre-service teachers in the relevant literature, which is because of

the unique circumstances of the study’s participants.

Engaging with reflection was found to be challenging among trainee teachers in general. This
is because of their limited epistemological views in terms of focusing on discrete information
and believing that there are right answers when learning during their field experience (Yost,
Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). Reflection may also conflict with the nature of assessment
(Roberts, 1998), and this could also make engaging with reflection not an appealing experience
for trainee teachers. Indeed, reflection is more challenging within the Saudi context given the
lack of metacognitive skills highlighted in the relevant literature (Alnasib, 2017).

Ignorance of the meaning of reflection in the informal phase and at the beginning of the main
study was not surprising within the results chapter, as this is because of the absence of reflection
within the Saudi context (Almazrawi, 2014). Ignorance of the meaning of reflection and
reflecting at a superficial level in the informal phase was due to not reaching a clear agreement
about the meaning of reflection and how to reflect among the participants and their supervisors,
which concurs with the results of several studies (e.g. Divitini, Haugalgkken, and Morken,
2005; Granberg, 2010).

The lack of thinking and writing skills were overcome to some extent when engaging with a
combination of support such as online scaffolding materials. Similar results were found in Lai
and Calandra (2010), where the researchers found that providing the participants with
scaffolding tools as guidance for their reflection helped to influence their level of reflection.
Visualising some of these materials was found to be vital to help the participants understand
the meaning and purpose of reflection. This contributes to the existing knowledge as there was
no attempt to visualise any reflection model by designing infographics to influence participants’

reflective thinking in the relevant literature.
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This research found that the use of technology motivated the participants to engage with
reflection. The research found some consistency between the main factors that motivated
bloggers in general to blog and the main orientation expressed by the participants in the present
study, including airing their voice to influence and benefit others and seeking some support and
feedback from the audience (Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht, 2004). Reading the practical
books also helped to broaden their horizons about how to tackle their issues. Many authors have
found reading to be a vital factor that enhances pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking (e.g.
Kaasila and Lauriala, 2012; Buschor and Kamm, 2015; Smith and Lev-Ari, 2005).

Furthermore, the participants’ supervisors found that feelings of belonging, by being in a
supportive group that believes in the importance of reflection within their school placement,
were an encouraging and supportive factor. Moreover, the close professional support provided
was found to be a crucial factor, especially at the beginning of the study, to help the participants
identify their main issues and reflect on them. Reflective thinking was supported by both
receiving the online professional feedback and by interacting with peers and professionals in
person. Reflecting in a community was considered to be crucial within Dewey’s theory
(Rodgers, 2002). Trainee teachers need to interact with others to develop personally and
professionally and they need layers of support to come from the “inner circle”, such as their
tutor and teachers, and from outside the “inner circle”, including friends and family members
(Meierdirk, 2016b, p. 37). The relevant literature also highlighted the importance of the lecturer
role when asking trainee teachers to reflect on their practice via the use of technology by
providing the trainee teachers with online feedback (e.g. Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009;
Yang, 2009; Deng and Yuen, 2011; Luik, Voltri, Taimalu and Kalk, 2011; Boulton and
Hramiak, 2012).

The reasoning component (based on Bain’s model of reflection) was reached more commonly
by the majority of participants after responding to the professional online feedback given. The
reasoning component was also more commonly achieved by students in the relevant literature
(e.g. Bain, Mills, et al., 2002; Henderson, Napan and Monteiro, 2004). Furthermore, the
findings revealed four types of learners based on their different abilities and various needs,
whereas the relevant literature which involved the use of blogs as a means of reflection stated
two types of reflective practitioners: reluctant bloggers and frequent bloggers (Hramiak,
Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012).
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This research found that engaging with reflection helped the participants to express themselves
openly and to shift their paradigm to actively engage with their learning and teaching. A similar
result was noticed by Freese (1999) when he articulated that, as a result of engaging with
reflection, trainee teachers were able to play an active role by actively engaging with multiple
sources and by self-evaluating their teaching practice while learning during their school
placement. Elsewhere, engaging with reflection helps to enhance pre-service teachers’ self-

knowledge and develop their practical theories (Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala, 2016).

Moreover, the narrative of this research found that participants became more considerate to the
students when engaging with reflective thinking. In this regard many scholars acknowledge the
importance of engaging with reflective thinking to achieve more ethical and moral outcomes
within their teaching profession (e.g. Colnerud, 1997; Buzzelli and Johnston, 2001). A feeling
of pride was also noticed among pre-service teachers as a result of engaging with writing their
online reflective journals. This feeling does not appear in the relevant literature because of the

uniqueness of the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experience as explained throughout this study.
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Chapter5: Discussion of the Findings

This chapter presents a discussion of the experiences of pre-service Saudi teachers and their
supervisors’ perspectives on the use of online RJs as a method of learning. Adopting narrative
has helped me to understand the entirety of the participants’ experiences when pre-service
teachers reflect on their practice based on the theoretical framework (see Section 3.5) and link
that to the nature of the learning context in Saudi Arabia. As a result, comprehensive themes
from the participants’ data emerged, namely: from a negative attitude to a conflictual attitude
to a feeling of pride, impediment and disincentive factors to reflective thinking, implementation
and support and, finally, pre-service teachers’ progression and the critical turning points during

their reflective thinking journey.

Before discussing these themes, it is necessary to note that the Saudi Arabian education system
faces a number of challenges, some of which cannot possibly be tackled through the efforts of
individual educators or even individual schools alone. Wholesale policy reform and a huge
budgetary increase is required, meaning that these issues — such as inappropriate school
building facilities and issues of inclusive education — should be addressed at the Ministry level.
Indeed, although the MOE has implemented a number of wide-ranging reform projects in recent
years, instead of improving the current education system there has been a marked decline in
educational achievement in schools. For example, according to a 2015 TIMSS (Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study), Saudi Arabia’s international ranking in
mathematics for fourth grade students fell compared with results from a 2011 TIMSS report
(‘TIMMS 2015 international results in mathematics’, 2015).

Despite these macro-issues that require state-level solutions, the primary focus of this research
project is to encourage the participants to reflect on and devise ways of addressing challenges
that do lie within their affective capacity, although they may sometimes discuss some of the
larger issues that lie outside their remit or scope in their online journals. Some of the participants
have written in their online journals about inclusion issues as this is clearly a crucial challenge
facing pre-service teachers in their daily teaching practice, although they are not able to reflect
at a thoughtful level of reflection when discussing these issues as they were unable to implement

the appropriate solutions to tackle these issues.
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5.1 From a negative attitude to a conflictual attitude to a feeling of pride

The findings from the informal phase, which took place before the main study, in which the
students were asked to write a mandatory, paper-based weekly journal, indicated that there was
a strong feeling of hate and bitterness towards reflection. Indeed, many clearly struggled to
write RJs as the journals completed during the school placement semester were almost purely
descriptive. However, this was unsurprising, given that these students did not understand the
meaning of reflection or the purpose of completing such an assignment. In fact, a large number
of studies have emphasised the importance of there being a clear agreement between the
supervisor and the pre-service teachers about the meaning of reflection and how to reflect. If
this is not the case, disappointing results will be obtained, with the journals being written on a

very shallow level (Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken, 2005; Granberg, 2010).

A general, variable explanation provided to the students at the beginning of the semester was
not enough for them to understand the meaning or the purpose of reflective thinking. Moreover,
when asking some of the students in the informal phase about what sort of help they received
while writing their RJs, they replied that they receive no help in the form of written feedback
or any model that could help them to understand the meaning of reflection. However, a large
number of studies (e.g. Francis, 1995; Roberts, 1998; Hobbs, 2007) emphasise the importance
of creating a supportive and secure environment in order to help the participants to

independently reflect on their practice.

It is also important to highlight that writing reflections on paper does not appeal and is not
considered practical for the current generation. According to the participants, one of the main
reasons encouraging them to participate in this study was the use of technology when writing
and sharing their thoughts, instead of writing and handing their reflections to their supervisors
in a closed system. Indeed, Haifa noted that she wrote her journal entries carefully and tried to
write thoughtfully about her incidents as she was aware that others would be reading them. In
this regard, Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht (2004, p. 227) stated that, “in blogging, the presence
of the audience and the writer’s consciousness of the audience clearly introduce the social into
an individual’s thought process”. This reminds us of Vygotsky’s words that “thought develops
from society to the individual and not the other way” (cited in Kanselaar, 2002, p. 2). Further,
Reema, Sultanah and Nourhan stated more than once that they want to benefit others when they
write and share their RJs. Indeed, to “express opinions to influence others” is one of the main
reasons bloggers have in mind when they are writing a blog (Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht,

2004, p. 255). This means that the main objectives that were found to motivate bloggers in
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general in the ethnographic study conducted by Nardi, Schiano and Gumbrecht (2004) can also
be seen in some of the pre-service teachers’ orientations in the present study, as they were also
seeking others’ opinions and feedback and the majority of them wrote their journal to influence
others and to express their emotions. This means that using blogs as a way of reflecting seemed
to encourage pre-service teachers to participate in this study as their reflections are supported
by the blog’s main characteristic that was found to motivate bloggers, of being a tool for
personal broadcasting, sharing and reaching others, expressing their thoughts in appealing ways
to be heard by others rather than viewing it merely as an assignment to be handed in to their

supervisors.

It is also worth mentioning that, during the informal phase, the pre-service teachers were
obliged to write a weekly journal and were informed that they would be assessed on them. In
fact, 10% of the final grade for their assessment is allocated to the completion of the reflective
assignments. This means that they were reflecting within a somewhat threatening atmosphere,
which could easily lead to increased resentment and negative feelings. This reflects the findings
of Hobbs (2007), who argued that forcing students to reflect on their practice, especially at an
early stage of their school placement, could increase the negativity among them. Hobbs also
emphasised the importance of helping students to gain confidence and awareness in a secure
atmosphere. However, assessing students on their reflective writing can create an
uncomfortable atmosphere, which may hinder their ability to reflect on their practice. Indeed,
this is what Roberts (1998) argued when he explained the conflictual relationship between

assessment requirements and reflection by stating the following:

Assessment seems to be inimical to any form of reflection that requires the
disclosure of weaknesses. Assessment demands the meaning of external
requirements and the disguise of personal weaknesses; neither condition is
productive of reflection on aspects of self in need of change. (p. 59)

The design of this action research was mainly set according to the lessons learned from the
informal research phase and the review of the relevant literature. With this, | attempted to create
a friendly and supportive environment where making mistakes was acceptable and where
learning to develop as a teacher was the main goal in writing the RJs. Furthermore, participating
in this study was voluntary, which means that the level of the participants’ reflective thinking
would not affect their grades. Meanwhile, the process was flexible and cyclical in the sense that
the participants would write their online journals and then receive online feedback (from me as
a facilitator, their supervisors and the experienced teachers) in terms of how to improve their

journals, at which point they would then rewrite them.
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However, a conflict of feelings towards reflection that involved both hesitation and enthusiasm
dominated the participants at the beginning of the first phase of this action research. The
hesitation and the feeling of uncertainty were linked to whether they could reflect effectively
or to whether there was actually a need to reflect on their practice. These feelings largely
emerged due to the unfamiliarity of this kind of thinking, which resulted in some self-doubt in
terms of whether they would be able to accomplish such a task to an acceptable level. This is
why many of the participants asked me for more time to decide whether to participate. Indeed,
many of them sent me their journals via email or via WhatsApp and asked for feedback to help

them decide whether or not they had the necessary ability to write at a good level.

It was clear from the narrative from the first interviews that the pre-service teachers felt a lack
of confidence in their ability to write at a deep level of reflection probably because they had
never been asked to write in such a critical way. While some mentioned that they had had a
chance to study certain optional modules related to critical thinking, these were unfortunately
taught using traditional methods where memorising and recalling the relevant knowledge was
the main aim. This means that the participants had likely never been asked to accomplish tasks
that could help them to think or write critically. The nature of the Saudi educational system
within a college of education at Saudi universities was revealed by Alnasib (2017), who
confirmed the lack of presence of metacognition within lecture rooms. In fact, Alnasib (2017)
explained a rote learning style was prevalent where students are more concerned about gaining

good grades by memorising certain knowledge for the examinations.

The other factor that could have led to the feelings of hesitation among the trainee teachers
relates to how, at the beginning of this study, many were ignorant of the actual meaning of
reflection, despite the fact that they had had a chance to attend their first workshop. Indeed, at
that time, many could not understand the real meaning or the purpose of reflection. This is
because reflection is more challenging than is generally believed (Francis, 1995) and
understanding the meaning and the purpose of reflection cannot be obtained theoretically
(Fitzsimons, 2015). This means that reflective thinking cannot occur in isolation; professional
experience is essential to engaging in deep reflective thinking as it involves a combination of
thinking, feeling and interacting with one’s experience in practice (Fitzsimons, 2015). Indeed,
it was noticed that at the time of completing my first workshop, many of the trainees did not
realise the real meaning of reflective thinking, as they began asking questions such as “how can

we deal with bullying issues?”” and “how can we manage classroom behaviour? Here, | simply
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replied that this is what you will figure out by yourselves through reading, interacting with each
other and with the experienced teachers and through thinking deeply about your practice

(research diary).

Overall then, reflective activities should be slowly introduced to the students within a
supportive and understanding climate (Hobbs, 2007; Husu, Toom and Patrikainen, 2008). Pre-
service teachers should be given appropriate time to engage with the complexity of teaching to
write and to understand the purpose of their RJs. This is exactly what Marwa was referring to
when she noted how she could not understand the real meaning of reflection until engaging
with writing the RJs as she realised that reflective thinking is linked to and impacts her aim to

improve as a teacher:

In fact, | was sure that | would benefit, because anyone who never thinks and
reflects will be in trouble...but I was expecting to benefit theoretically, not in
practice. | said to myself, okay, | will reflect, read [and] implement the
solution, but | did not expect that this could really influence my teaching
practice...I was saying, so what? What will happen when I have to think
about that? Now, when | have to implement a solution, | keep thinking of my
practice...is it appropriate? Is it a good solution? Why and why not, and what
about trying something else...which means that it affected my actions as a
teacher. (Marwa, 2)

The third factor that may have caused the hesitation or the resistance to engage in reflective
thinking relates to how reflective thinking is an “emotional process”, as it implies a sort of self-
disclosure and the need for change (Roberts, 1998, p. 35). Thus, one needs to be ready to address

issues central to oneself (Roberts, 1998).

This means that expecting a positive attitude towards reflection from the pre-service teachers
from the beginning of their school placement is perhaps unrealistic (Francis, 1995), especially
given that the hesitation is associated with the negative opinion of reflection of other students
in the college who went through an unsatisfying experience when writing their RJs. For

example, Haifa stated the following:

I heard from my friends in other departments that they had to reflect on their
practice, but they did not say what it was exactly...they said that it was very
hard work and takes too long to complete. They were uncomfortable with
doing it. (Haifa, 1)
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Thus, supervisors should anticipate the students’ resistance to reflective tasks (Calderhead,
1987) and give them time to set up what Francis (1995, p. 240) termed “establishing a
commitment to journal writing”. Francis further explained this by stating the following:

Provision of contact time, ‘captive audience’ writing and routine collection
and reaction to journal entries within a warm, supportive environment can
facilitate commitment. (1995, p. 240)

During this study, the provision of a friendly and supportive environment was considered.
Indeed, uploading the journals was based on the trainees’ needs and was not strictly on a weekly
basis. | can assume that providing this promising, positive and unjudgmental climate
encouraged the 12 participants to continue participating in this study and that this also led to
the feeling of enthusiasm that conflicted with the feeling of hesitation at the early stages of this
study. Nonetheless, many of the pre-service teachers withdrew from the study, despite the

provision of a supportive and friendly environment.

In fact, when contacting some of the trainee teachers who had withdrawn to ask them about the
reasons behind their decision, they generally stated that they were concerned about the time in
terms of whether they would be able to find time to think and write about their incidents as they
had to handle many compulsory teaching tasks at this time. This likely means that they
considered reflection to be an unrelated aspect of their teaching, which reflected their
misunderstanding of the purpose of reflection. Furthermore, their main concern was

accomplishing the official tasks in order to achieve high grades.

This means that encouraging pre-service teachers to reflect within a positive climate often
appears challenging, certainly when noticing that most trainee teachers are overwhelmed by
other responsibilities within their school placement and were more worried about achieving
high grades. In this regards, Alnasib (2017) argues that there is a need to establish a mechanism
to integrate metacognition within the Saudi education system. Furthermore, it is crucial to
encourage students to consider the values of acquiring these skills on both their educational
success and their future career, all of which could influence students’ attitudes towards

engaging and acquiring metacognitive skills.

The other critical factor that contributed to the feeling of hesitation relates to the fact that some
of the Saudi trainee teachers have a negative attitude towards the teaching practice itself.

Indeed, one of the students who withdrew before completing her first journal replied to my
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questioning by stating that she could not continue reflecting as she did not want to work as a

teacher in the first place and that she hated dealing with teaching matters:

Ruba, for example, withdrew from the study after writing the first part of her
journal before struggling to write the second part of it. When contacting her
to ascertain why she had stopped, she replied that she had tried her best, but
could not find useful solutions for her classroom incidents. Indeed, she
clearly stated that teaching is demanding work and that she just wants to
graduate from the education college but will never work as a teacher!
(Researcher’s diary)

In fact, much like Ruba, many students choose to study at education college not because they
want to be a teacher but because, in the Saudi culture, working as a teacher is the most
acceptable job for a female. Indeed, many students apply to an education college under pressure
from their parents, while, in reality, they were hoping to study other fields such as medicine or
law. This is mainly because working as a teacher guarantees that they will be able to work in a

female-friendly environment that is more acceptable for Saudi women.

However, teaching is complex and requires a large number of skills and a great deal of effort
to meet the teaching requirements (Roberts, 1998; Labaree, 2000). A large number of studies
have found that practitioners’ attitudes towards the teaching profession impacts their thinking
process, their teaching activities and their improvement as teachers (e.g. Pajares, 1992;
Williams and Burden, 1997). Therefore, those who do not choose the teaching profession
because they have the passion to work as a teacher cannot endure the teaching incidents and
would likely be less willing to reflect on their practice. This was demonstrated by Dewey (1933,
cited in Rodgers, 2002), who articulated that one of the main personal attitudes which help
individuals to reflect on their practice is maintaining enthusiasm for their subject. This involves
the content, student learning, and how their teaching affects student learning; without keeping
their enthusiasm, they may lack the energy to engage in reflective thinking (Rodgers, 2002).
This could explain why some of the participants withdrew from the study and could not handle

their teaching issues effectively.

Fortunately, this did not apply to all the trainee teachers. Indeed, for many of them, including
Reema, Rana and Mona, the teaching profession was their first option and was their dream job
from childhood. In fact, some, including Sultanah and Nourhan, were more ambitious and
considered working as a teacher as a step on their journey towards working within academia or

as experts in education in the MOE in Saudi Arabia.
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Indeed, despite some feelings of hesitation, a level of enthusiasm emerged among the majority
of the remaining participants. This enthusiasm emerged after attending the first workshop,
where | assumed that the participants had taken teaching to their hearts, even if they were
somewhat shocked by the reality of teaching. However, the narrative from the first interviews
highlighted the fact that the majority lacked an understanding of some of the required teaching
skills, especially in terms of classroom management. Furthermore, many found it hard to
transform their theoretical knowledge into practical knowledge. This was also found in studies
by Alsharif and Atweh (2010) and Hamdan (2015), where trainee teachers were found to have

difficulty in implementing their theoretical knowledge within the classroom.

The majority of the trainee teachers who felt enthusiastic and who participated in this study had
arguably noted their need to stop and think about their practice. Indeed, the participants
illustrated two main reasons for being involved in such a project. The first related to reflecting
as a kind of self-assessment with the aim of self-development. Here, the participants assumed
that writing the RJs would help them to make wiser decisions, would help them to feel confident
about their decisions and would help them to ultimately obtain high grades by addressing their
problems before being assessed by their supervisors. Freese (1999) found that pre-service
teachers engaged with reflection as a means to examine and evaluate their thoughts and action,
thereby, this enables them to learn actively rather than passively, where they would be told how

to overcome their teaching incidents.

Some participants, including Reema and Hanan, had a deeper vision, which led to their
enthusiasm as they considered reflective thinking to be a kind of lifelong learning opportunity.
This meant they decided to participate in order to have the opportunity to gain a rich and wide
learning experience during their school placement. For example, Reema considered this
experience to be equal to working for two years, as she had stopped and considered her incidents
thoughtfully and believed that this would help her to grow professionally. Furthermore, Reema
believed that she will continue reflecting when she gets a job and has the chance to work as a
responsible teacher. A considerable number of scholars have emphasised that teaching involves
ongoing learning (Kreber and Cranton, 2000), where one should continue reflecting and
learning to understand the embedded knowledge within the school environment in order to
develop professionally (Korthagen, 2001; Orland-Barak and Yinon, 2007; Korkko, Kyro-
Ammala and Turunen, 2016; Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). By encouraging trainee teachers

to reflect on their practice, they can change their negative learning experiences and play an
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active role in their school placement when they self-evaluate their teaching practice (Freese,
1999) and when they reconsider their issues from different perspectives to learn from their
experiences (Loughran, 1996). This is because reflecting helps one to link current practice with
how to improve it (Ghaye, 2011), and encourages them to accept the fact that teaching involves
lifelong learning, which could result in improving the teaching and education system in Saudi
Arabia.

On the other hand, the second reason for engaging in writing RJs, which emerged within a few
of the participants, relates to the fact that they assumed that reflection would offer them the
chance to air their views to the authorities. This means that some of the students were
questioning the structure and the policies set by the Saudi educational ministry and were hoping
to contribute to improving the current education system. Interestingly, this ambitious purpose
came from two of the participants, Nourhan and Sultanah, who had earlier stated that they hoped
to work in academia or within the Saudi education system at a higher level, as they considered
working in teaching to be a bridge to reaching their ultimate goal. This wide view of reflection
was reiterated by Meierdirk (2016a) when he explained the holistic meaning of reflection that
is related to reflection on power and the social fields. In fact, Meierdirk believed that one should
not take the policy structure for granted but should question it in terms of whether it really helps
the students to improve or actually hinders them. This is also associated with Dewey’s theory
of reflection of the significant need to not accept the “collective code” or the definition of reality
existing in schools which is based on impulse, tradition and authority taken usually for granted
to inform school teachers’ practice (Zeichner and Liston, 1996). Based on this view, Sultanah,
for example, questioned the massive amount of knowledge within the subject of science and
argued that she could not cover all of the content with two classes a week. However, not all of
the participants were questioning the structures or state policies. Indeed, the majority were more
focused on questioning their own knowledge and reflecting on their practice within the actual
classroom. This is still in line with Dewey’s belief on the importance of questioning any
“belief” or “supposed form of knowledge”, and this then leads to intelligent action, rather than

routine action (Dewey, 1933; Zeichner and Liston, 1996).

The other factor that could have contributed to encouraging the students to take part in this
study relates to the use of technology when reflecting on their practice. Indeed, many
participants found that using technology was promising in terms of both gaining the knowledge
on reflection and presenting their journals on their individual blogs. They were also encouraged

by the fact that they would be supported in a technologically-enhanced learning atmosphere
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when writing the journals by the researcher, the supervisors and the experienced teachers.
Indeed, Sultanah stated that she would not have become involved in the project if it was not
based on technology, as it would be boring and not as beneficial as she had hoped. In fact, the
impact of using technology was articulated by a review paper from Kori et al. (2014), which
reviewed studies related to supporting reflective thinking within technologically-enhanced
learning over a six-year period (2007-2012). Here, the authors found that the support of either
predefined guidance, human interaction or both could have a positive impact on reflection.

At the end of the semester, the majority of the participants felt very proud of themselves as they
had challenged themselves and had successfully managed to write their journals. However, not
all of them were able to reflect at a deep level, as their reflection levels tended to vary (see
Section 4.1). Nonetheless, the majority of the participants articulated that writing these journals
gave them a chance to learn actively by reading, by discussing their issues and by evaluating
their solutions for addressing their issues. All of this influenced their belief that they were

capable of teaching and learning.

This means that the majority of the Saudi pre-service teachers developed their reflective attitude
when engaging in writing the RJs. This is likely to be the result of reflecting in a supportive and
secure environment. This is in line with a study conducted in Switzerland by Buschor and
Kamm (2015), who believed that they provided the opportunities to foster a reflective attitude
within student teachers when implementing three types of learning: action research;
participatory research; and video-based reflection and competence. During the latter study, the
researchers and lecturers played very significant and active roles in terms of conducting the
study and the process of co-reflection and in terms of scaffolding the students’ learning when
introducing the instruments used to facilitate their reflection. Furthermore, Buschor and Kamm
emphasised the importance of considering the design of the learning setting in terms of helping
to develop pre-service teachers’ reflective attitudes, stating how “the learning settings are
carefully designed to establish a balance between the students’ need to know how and activities
focusing on gaining knowledge on knowing that” (2015, p. 240). In fact, the use of blogs as a
means of reflection within teacher training was found to result in a positive attitude towards
their experience in a study by Yang (2009, p. 17), who investigated the influence of reflection
and community of practice. The study found that “nearly two thirds of the 43 student teachers
expressed very positive attitudes toward the use of blogs as a platform to reflect their learning
and teaching”. Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (2009) conducted action research to determine the

attitude and perceptions towards the use of blogs as a tool to influence reflective thinking among
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trainee teachers. They stated that “there is positive evidence that the blogs were a useful tool

for recording reflections and development as professional teachers” (p. 266).

However, although the related literature has articulated the importance of fostering trainee
teachers’ reflective attitudes and has made some positive contributions to this by setting up
supportive learning environments to help the participants to develop a positive learning process
(e.g. Buschor and Kamm, 2015; Francis, 1995), none have indicated a sense of pride among the
participants. This is likely due to the unique nature of the Saudi context, as the participants here
had no relevant experience of questioning themselves or of thinking critically about their
learning. This is why our pre-service teachers were unsure, lacked confidence in terms of their
ability to reflect and were shocked by the reality of teaching at the early stages of this study.
However, the participants bravely took the opportunity to try new ways of learning, which
ultimately helped the majority of them to address some of their teaching issues. This could
explain why the majority of our participants felt a sense of pride and were very happy and

satisfied at the end of the semester.

5.2 Impediments and disincentives to reflective thinking

The previous section (‘From a negative attitude to a conflictual attitude to a feeling of pride”)
highlighted a hesitation, a lack of confidence and certain struggles among the participants,
especially at the informal stage and the first phase of the study. Many participants found writing
the RJs challenging and certainly not a straightforward requirement, and from my experience
as facilitator, 1 found that reflection was difficult for the majority of them, although many

responded to the online feedback and improved their RJs accordingly.

Two dimensions of challenges appear to hinder the pre-service teachers from reflecting
thoughtfully on their practices. The first concerns the challenges related to the use of the
technology as a means to promote reflection; and the second is related to the unique nature of
the Saudi educational system. As a consequence of discussing the second dimension, two levels
of challenges emerged: general challenges related to the Saudi educational system and

challenges concerning the context of Saudi Arabian schools (see Figure 5.1).

| also have to mention that some of these challenges were focused more on the theoretical and
philosophical reasons that could impede participants from reflecting at a high level (impediment

factors), while others related more to the practical challenges that could hinder pre-service
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teachers from reflecting at a deeper level (disincentive factors). The disincentive factors in this
study are discussed under two sub-themes, namely: “being overwhelmed by multilevel duties”
and “the rapid and inconsistent changes within the Saudi Arabia education system”. All of these
are practical problems found within the participants’ context, which seemed, sometimes, to

hinder participants from writing thoughtful, RJs.

Impediments and Disincentives factors to
Reflective Thinking

Challenges related to the unique
nature of the Saudi eduaction
system

i

Challenges related to the use

of the technology as a means
of promoting reflection

- Lack of support for
General challenges related  metacognitive skills
to the Saudi educational - The absence of reflection
system -The Inconsistent changes
within the education
system

*Being overwhelmed
Challenges related to the by multilabel duties

school context sLack of support to
pre-service teachers

Figure 5.1: The two dimensions of challenges affecting Saudi pre-service teachers’ reflective
thinking
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5.2.1 Challenges related to the use of technology as a means of promoting reflection

The participants of this research project used technology as a means of reflecting on their
practice, and it was expected that the students would interact actively when reading one
another’s blogs and sharing their thoughts, as well as when receiving online feedback from

supervisors, researchers, experienced teachers, peers and other audiences.

However, the findings of the current study indicate that participant resistance to comments and
to challenging one another’s thoughts through their blogs or even through the official
WhatsApp groups that had been set up by the researcher at the beginning of the study and, when
they did, their comments were in the form of praising and compliments which obviously was
not beneficial in terms of influencing each other’s reflection. The lack of interaction via the
individuals’ blogs could be explained due to the nature of blogging as, according to Nardi,
Schiano, and Gumbrecht (2004 p. 231), who conducted an ethnographic study of blogging as a
social activity, “limited interactivity [is] characteristic of the blogging experience”. This is
attributable to the fact that “the relationship between blogger and reader [is] markedly
asymmetrical” (ibid, p. 227), as the bloggers express their thoughts and opinions mainly to air
their voice and/or to receive feedback, and not to interact heavily with audiences. Thus,
although I encouraged the participants to comment on one another’s blogs, they rarely did so
as they saw the blog as an opportunity to reach a specific audience and to receive feedback from

experts.

Another reason that could explain the lack of online interaction between the participants in this
study is the fact that they were placed in different elementary schools in groups of 4-6 pre-
service teachers and thus had many opportunities for face-to-face interaction, something which
possibly affected their motivation to socially interact in these online blogs. This point concurs
with the results of a study by Deng and Yuen (2013, p. 349), which found that one of the main
factors hindering pre-service teachers from interacting actively via their blogs is the fact that
“the ample opportunities for face-to-face interaction diminished their incentive to blog”. The
participants said that they often interacted and had conversations about their incidents and their
journals in the schools (see Section 4.4.2). Indeed, it seems that the current research influenced
the participants to engage in thoughtful face-to-face conversations when trying to comprehend
and explore their real problems and, when discussing and reading one another’s blogs and
thinking collectively about some of their issues, this orientation was noticed by pre-service

teachers’ supervisors during this study (see Section 4.5.3).
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The pre-service teachers in this research never challenged one another’s thoughts through the
use of technology (via their individuals blogs or the official WhatsApp group). Indeed, the
current participants were receiving continuous feedback from professionals, and this may well
have affected their attitude to interacting with one another as they viewed professional feedback
as more valuable than their peers’ comments, given their lack of experience and knowledge.
This was also the orientation of a number of beginner teachers in another study. The participants
articulated that they use online discussions to socially support one another when they become
frustrated, adding that as beginner teachers they are at the same level and are from similar
backgrounds, and hence interacting with other teachers in school to obtain feedback would be
easier and more beneficial for them (Romano and Schwartz, 2005). Relying on providing
participants with peer feedback alone to facilitate their reflection was not found to be beneficial
(Xie, Ke and Sharma, 2008; Killeavy and Moloney, 2010; Reupert and Dalgarno, 2011).
Indeed, adverse effects were noted in the students’ reflective thinking when just receiving peer
feedback in research conducted by Xie, Ke, and Sharma (2008), who analysed and compared
two groups’ posts, one assigned to different feedback groups and the other journaling regularly
without receiving feedback. The results of Xie, Ke, and Sharma (2008) stated that “the students
in the feedback group constantly showed lower reflective thinking level than those who were
journaling in a secluded manner” (p. 23). This is because the students who were assigned to
different peer feedback were avoiding discussing their issue in depth and preferred to write

about them in a reticent way.

Meanwhile, in another study pre-service teachers were more able to criticise their own teaching
than criticise others’ practices or knowledge, as found in a study by Luik etal. (2011) conducted
to examine the possibilities for using blogs as a means of reflection and communication. As the
authors noted, “student teachers are more ready to criticize their own teaching, skills or
knowledge than those of others” (ibid, p. 168). The resistance to interact explicitly on online
platforms such as blogs could also be attributed to the specific cultural conditions of the East
Asian countries, where reluctance to challenge or become embroiled in arguments with others
is a cultural norm. The participants possibly feared that they may endanger their friendships or
be concerned that their interaction might cause issues with their peers, and so they preferred

not to engage in such interaction.

This reluctance was noted in a study with Malaysian teachers conducted by Nambiar and Thang
(2016). When asked to reflect on their blogs, “the teachers’ reluctance to share their teaching

practices because of a fear of being judged, a fear of losing face when criticised by others and
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a desire to avoid making others lose face were also serious constraints” (ibid., p. 53). Fear of
how the school administration and higher school authorities might react was also a concern in
Nambiar and Thang’s study. Pre-service teachers in this study did not have the same fears as
they were encouraged by their supervisors to reflect but they were reluctant to challenge one
another to prevent discomfort for peers. This could be explained due to the “face-saving”
attitude that has been noticed, for example among Eastern students when working in groups
(Tu, 2001; Wang, 2006), as they tend to avoid critiquing each other or being involved in any
kind of disagreement, as such “open conflicts are considered embarrassing or demeaning”
(Wang, 2006, p. 75). In this way, they maintain harmony in their relationships with one another
(Chang, 2001 in Wang, 2006). However, what was noticed with these research participants is
that they were interacting via their private WhatsApp group, and according to their supervisors
they were engaging in some active face-to-face discussion in these groups in the school
placement. Thus, private feelings are a significant factor which affects the students’ social
presence when using technology as a means of interaction (Tu, 2001), as, according to Edwards
(2002), Eastern students “did not feel comfortable challenging and arguing in public” (p. 288).
“Face-saving” is also noticed in Arab culture and is common within collective cultures (Al-
harthi, 2005), in which Arab students tend to be face-saving when dealing with others,

especially in public, to avoid any embarrassing feelings.

5.2.2 Challenges related to the unique nature of the Saudi educational system
This section explains the three levels of challenges related to the unique circumstances of Saudi
Arabia. The first level concerns the general challenges related to the Saudi educational system;

the second level covers the school context.

General challenges related to the Saudi educational system

The challenges related to the nature of the Saudi education system in general include the lack
of support for metacognitive skills, the inconsistency changes within the Saudi education
system and the absence of reflection. These factors made integrating reflective thinking within
the last semester of the trainee teachers’ study challenging at best and impossible for some, who

withdrew from the study at an early stage.
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Lack of support for metacognitive skills

The findings of this study highlighted certain weaknesses in the Saudi pre-service teachers’
ability to write their RJs at a high level, as all of them articulated that they occasionally found
it difficult to identify and assess their incidents, especially at the beginning of this study, while
some were inflexible in terms of considering other aspects of their incidents. Moreover,
speculating on the future and thinking about different circumstances appeared to be beyond
their ability. Indeed, the participants repeatedly stated that this was their first experience of
writing in an informal and intellectual way and while most found the idea of becoming involved
in reflective activities exciting, at the same time, they were unsure whether they could

successfully accomplish such tasks.

The uncertainty, the lack of confidence and the weaknesses in terms of both thinking skills and
writing skills were perhaps predictable given the fact that the current Saudi educational system
seems to continue to be based on teacher-centred learning not on student-centred learning
(Almazrawi, 2014; Alsaleh, 2017). This means that integrating metacognitive activities such as
reflection would not be easy for this style of teaching. This belief concurs with that of Alrumaih
(2016), who found that many challenges limit the pre-service teachers’ ability to reflect on their
practice; challenges that mainly relate to a Saudi culture that is less supportive of certain aspects
related to reflection such as “critical thinking” and “individual autonomy” (p. 198). This means
that the participants found it difficult to engage in reflection and to deepen their thinking
because they had been taught in traditional ways and had become accustomed to rote learning
(using memorisation) during their school and university studies. In fact, this could explain why
the most common component was reasoning, and when they wrote on reconstructing, the
majority of participants could not go beyond the first level of the reconstructing component of
the Bain model, even after responding to the given feedback as reflecting on a deeper level (see
Section 4.1.2).

Although many educational projects were launched to reform the Saudi education system,
including the Tatweer project and the Aafq project, which greatly emphasised the importance
of enhancing critical thinking (Allamnakhrah, 2013), the reality revealed that the transmissive
teaching was found to be dominant in both Saudi Arabia’s public education system and its
university education system. Indeed, many Saudi studies conducted specifically in relation to
the colleges of education in Saudi universities — where pre-service teachers are supposed to
develop professionally — revealed the dominance of the transmissive style of education and a

lack of support for critical thinking.
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For example, Alnasib found that although some skills appeared in the lecture classes, including
“planning, monitoring, and evaluating skills”, these were not used “to engage students in
thinking metacognitively or developing their own metacognitive abilities...[in brief]
metacognition was not present consistently or intentionally in lecture rooms” (2017, p. 2).
Elsewhere, Allamnakhrah (2013) conducted his study on two Saudi universities and revealed
that the pre-service teachers and the lecturers in both universities had limited critical thinking
knowledge and practice, while the study also revealed a lack of necessary policies that could

enhance the implementation of critical thinking.

The lack of reflective thinking and critical thinking skills was also found to be relevant to other
Arab countries (e.g. the UAE and Jordan) where reflective thinking is implemented during the
school placements (Bataineh et al., 2007; Hourani, 2013). In Hourani's (2013) study, the pre-
service teachers appeared to struggle to link their practice with the theories and many articulated
that there was an absence of teaching metacognitive reflective skills at the universities. This
means that the challenges are likely to be found within the Arab and Islamic countries who rely

heavily on rote learning, as is the case in Saudi Arabia.

The transmissive style of teaching and the lack of support of metacognitive skills revealed that
students found it challenging to be independent in their learning and to analyse and make
decisions related to their incidents because they tended to depend on their teachers in terms of
receiving the ready-made answers and solutions for any problems. In short, from an early age,
they learn that all knowledge is fixed and unquestionable (Alghamdi, 2014). Here, some of our
pre-service teachers supported this view. For example, Haifa was very disappointed when she
realised that she had to make decisions on how to assess the students in many aspects of their

learning in the subject of literacy:

We were asked to assess the students in terms of certain skills such as their
ability to communicate and their proficiency in diction. However, they never
explained this to us, neither in the curriculum nor in the teachers’ guide
book...So how can we do this? (Haifa, 2)

In fact, Haifa was expecting to have access to a guidance book that would tell her exactly how
to assess the students’ learning. She was traditionally taught both at school and at university
and was thus expecting to be told exactly how she should assess the students in terms of a given
standard. Thus, when she found herself having to decide for herself how she would assess the

students, she struggled and blamed others and acted as a victim rather than as a responsible
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trainee teacher who should take the responsibility for her own learning. In fact, Haifa could
have, for example, searched how to assess the literacy learning aspects herself, or discussed
with her colleagues how to plan her evaluation system. In short, she could have identified the
standard herself and figured out how she could use the theoretical knowledge she already had

to build up her own routine for evaluating the students effectively.

Meanwhile, Nada was struggling with writing the majority of her RJs as she was unable to
widen her horizons and consider the other aspects of her incidents. For example, when she
attempted to write her RJ about how to evaluate students in the Quran classes, she could not

reach a thoughtful solution:

When Nada tried to address one of her teaching issues, which related to
assessing the students in the Quran classes, this took a long time and resulted
in some disorder. Here, Nada assessed the students by following the
classroom teacher’s method, which involved having the students in a queue
and assessing them one by one while leaving the rest of the students doing
nothing, which, of course, resulted in some chaos. She partially addressed
the problem by copying the methods of her own primary school teacher and
arranging the students in groups before hearing first from the higher-level
students, which gave the other students a chance to revise the content.
Unfortunately, Nada could not go beyond this even when | asked her to think
deeply about the matter and to consider the other aspects that could help her
to address her problem more effectively. (Researcher’s diary)

In fact, from Nada’s RJ, it was evident that she was unable to independently make decisions on
how to address her problems. Here, she initially copied the class teacher’s method then copied
her own primary school teacher’s method, and, when trying to encourage her to move beyond

these solutions, | found that she could not go beyond what she already knew.

On the other hand, writing is considered a thinking tool and is a very important skill that one
needs to be able to engage with metacognitive activities (Bjork and Raisanen, 1997, in
Khuwaileh and Al Shoumali, 2000). A lack of writing ability was noticed more among some of
the current participants, such as Kholoud and Mona, but was also noticed among some of the
other participants when writing their first journal. It was challenging for them to express their
thoughts clearly and critically (see Section 4.3.2). Similar writing difficulties were found in a
study conducted in the UAE, in which it was found that pre-service teachers faced problems
trying to express and write their thoughts. For example, they could not find the appropriate
vocabulary, which affected their level of reflection (Hourani, 2013); however, these difficulties
arose in Hourani’s study because they were asked to write their journals in English, whereas in
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this study, participants were asked to write in their mother tongue (Arabic). Nonetheless, as
mentioned before, there were still some difficulties in writing their thoughts, especially at the

beginning of the study.

With regards to understanding the difficulties of writing in either Arabic or English, a study
conducted in Jordan to investigate writing skills in both languages with Arabic learners revealed
that the students had similar areas of difficulties when writing in either language. These
difficulties were related for example to the lack of coherence, cohesion, and paragraph unity
(Khuwaileh and Al Shoumali, 2000). The ‘telling model’ could explain the weakness of the
Saudi pre-service teachers’ level of writing, as they are used to using a telling approach to write
directly about what they have learned in their subjects; they struggle to refine their knowledge
to reach a new understanding or to transform their thinking (Cumming, 1989, cited in Shukri,
2014). This finding could expand the relevant knowledge related to the importance of
considering the challenging aspects involved for Arab students when asking them to reflect on

their practice in writing in their mother tongue.

Dr. Afnan noted that this weak writing ability was the result of neglecting the importance of

learning and practicing writing within the whole education system:

I guess the major problem is with their writing...they lack writing skills. So,
anything that requires writing would be hard for them. We certainly have a
problem in our learning system...in terms of the lack of support for critical
writing. For example, even the exams in the schools tend to be objective tests,
which means that this generation writes less. In the university, we have a
similar situation where the exam is based more on objective questions
because the number of students is huge compared to the number of
lecturers...which means correcting objective tests is easier. The students, in
general, have not practiced enough writing and it is obvious that they would
struggle to write their journals and when they struggle with things, they do
not like to do them. (Dr. Afnan)

Indeed, the narratives highlighted that the majority of our participants had never been

encouraged to engage in critical thinking or in critical writing activities:

The first journal took me a long time. | spent the whole day thinking about
how to tackle the first part...it was a challenge for me to know how to start
writing...because I am used to writing for myself, not for others. We are not
used to thinking about and articulating our thoughts...it was something new
to us. (Marwa, 3)
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This fact was identified by Kamil (2011), who stated that the teachers generally encouraged the
trainee teachers to memorise information for exam purposes, while they did not encourage them
to engage in intellectual activities. However, one of the supervisors in this study articulated that
it is, in fact, the students themselves who are not motivated to expand their knowledge by

reading from other resources, as they are generally only concerned about their grades.

The students used to study a certain module with a certain resource, and they
will be tested on that. If a student has been asked to read from other extra
resources, they consider it a burden...and never read extra resources. The
students have certain ideation and do not want to divert from this ideation.
They want to study from a certain book and to acquire the grades without any
extra effort. (Dr. Noor)

Indeed, acquiring high grades seems to be the main goal for Saudi students, mainly because
obtaining high grades is seen as very important within Arab culture as this is regarded as a sign
of intelligence and capability, meaning the students’ parents expect high grades from them
(Ahmed, 2010; Al-jadidi, 2012). In this regard, Alnasib (2017) stated that encouraging students
to discover the benefit of engaging with metacognition activities on their academic studies

success and in their future job could motivate them to develop their metacognitive skills.

Fortunately, this consideration is supported by the current Saudi Vision 2030, which
emphasises the importance of developing general basic knowledge and thinking and learning
skills as well as the social and lifelong skills that can help the students to meet the future labour
market needs, while it also emphasises the importance of adopting a student-centred approach
to teaching rather than a transmission approach (Education and Vision 2030, 2019). Meanwhile,
within the Vision 2030 document, there is some acknowledgement of the challenges that
education is facing, including the weak educational environment, the absence of innovation and
creativity, the lack of personal skills and critical thinking among students, the decreasing quality
of the curriculum and the dependence on traditional methodologies, which means that the Saudi
MOE are aware that there are many difficulties that they will likely encounter while they

continue to develop the current education system.

However, as a follow-up step in attempting to fulfil some of the tenets of the 2030 vision, during
the International Conference on Education Evaluation (ICEE) in Riyadh, the previous education
minister announced that the subject of critical thinking skills would soon be implemented in
Saudi secondary schools (Al-Issa, 2018). However, while this may sound like a promising step

towards improving the current education system, critical questions should be raised about how
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this subject would be taught, such as whether the teachers themselves would be prepared to
teach metacognitive skills. In fact, | am raising such questions because the findings from this
study highlighted that studying a subject such as critical thinking skills would not contribute to
improving the students’ thinking. This was simply because it was taught in terms of rote
learning. For example, Marwa emphasised that even though they were studying a subject

entitled ‘Thinking skills’, they never engaged with metacognitive activities:

The first journal took me a long time. | spent the whole day thinking about
how to tackle the first part...it was a challenge for me to know how to start
writing...because I am used to writing for myself, not for others. We are not
used to thinking about and articulating our thoughts...it was something new
to us. | remember that while we studied one subject called ‘Thinking skills’,
we did not practice either thinking or writing. Indeed, it was more about
memorising information on psychology, paying attention and the various
degrees of thinking. | was assisted by the formal test, which basically focused
on memorising and recalling the information without having a chance to
express our ideas or articulate our thoughts on this subject. (Marwa, 3)

Thus, integrating metacognitive skills within the Saudi education system requires the careful
consideration of the current situation and the current difficulties such that these activities can

be carefully planned and implemented so they support the students in acquiring these skills.

The consequences of the rapid and inconsistent changes within the Saudi Arabian education
system

There were other disincentive factors that hindered the participants’ ability to reflect at a deeper
level, related to changes affecting the current education system, planned at the ministry level.
Some of these issues related to inclusion, and others related to the consequences of the recent

Saudi education system reform.

It was noticed in the pre-service teachers’ RJs and from their interviews that they struggled to
deal with some issues as a result of the implementation of many rapid and inconsistent changes
within the current Saudi educational system. Inclusion was one dilemma that participants found
it hard to deal with during their field work experience. In this regard, Hanan, in her second
journal, Nada and Asma in their fifth journal, and Aldana in her fourth journal, could not go
beyond writing on the relating component to refer to the relevant literature, and suggest some
solutions so that they could implement them. For example, Hanan mentioned in her journal a
student with ODD but could not go beyond the relating level of reflection. She later articulated

the following:
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Although I tried my best with an ODD student...I tried my best to build a good
relationship with her...I tried to indirectly tell her what to do in order to stop
her from feeling angry...I gave her many responsibilities in class to improve
her self-esteem...this worked for me, sometimes, but I knew that | had to do
more! However, the environment is not supportive enough. For example, |
could not even provide the ODD student with a quiet area when she wanted
to have a break and I could not reach her family to talk to them about her
condition and to work together to support her learning needs. (Hanan, 3)

Many issues arose regarding inclusion, such as: how to deal with special needs, how to evaluate
learning, and how to teach certain knowledge. Indeed, the participants noticed that there was a
lack of collaboration between school teachers and special needs teachers, and they noticed that
the current environment has to be improved to meet their needs. These issues were discussed
by Alanazi (2012), who noted many issues regarding inclusion within the Saudi educational
system when he articulated that “infrastructure was perceived to be a major obstacle to inclusion
at the time of the study; the layout and age of the buildings, classrooms and other facilities such
as halls clearly influenced a school’s self-perceived ability to implement inclusion.
[Furthermore] too many pupils and an unprepared resource room set up the worst possible

physical conditions for inclusion” (p. 282).

Likewise, Aldabas (2015) articulated that there is a need to establish appropriate infrastructure
for inclusion needs, so that the environment is less restrictive and more flexible to meet special
education needs. Alanazi (2012) mentioned that almost all the teachers and head teachers in her
study believed that there was a lack of educational resources which hinder them from doing
their jobs properly. Furthermore, Alanazi (2012) and Aldabas (2015) stated that the
collaboration relationship between the general school teachers and special needs teachers is
missing, leading to ineffective inclusion for students with disabilities. In short there is a need
to “address critical elements of successful inclusion, such as accommodation and modification

of general curriculum and collaborations” (Alquraini, 2010, p. 146).

There were also other issues that were noticed by participants which had arisen as a result of
the recent reform within the Saudi education system, regarding the low level of student learning.

For example, Reema mentioned:

| feel like our generation, when we were at the same age, were more capable,
and even now | can remember certain skills and knowledge from my primary
study. For example, | knew how to place punctuation marks when | was their
age but I was surprised when | noticed that the students were placing them
randomly without knowing the purpose of each of them. I mean, for example,
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they place colons anywhere...but they should be placed in a specific position,
before an explanation. (Reema, 3)

In fact, Saudi educational reform has focused on some aspects of the education system and
ignored others. For example, the ministry has focused on developing the curriculum (not the
whole curriculum but the content of school books). These books have adopted student-centred
learning but there is, unfortunately, no consideration of other aspects of the education system,
such as appropriate buildings, and a classroom design that can make implementing the new
curriculum’s orientation possible. Thus, the fixed class time and the inflexibility of the
education system in general does not support the new orientation of the recent reform. This was
also noticed by Alnahdi (2014, p. 5), who stated that “reforms should include all aspects related
to education and not be fooled with the idea that education is just the content within the
textbook. The Ministry of Education has attempted many previous projects in this area, but,

unfortunately, most of them had the goal of changing the content of the textbook only”.

As a result of this, the learning outcomes have dropped significantly, as reported in 2015 in the
TIMSS report, which found that the student performance fell compared to the results from 2011
(‘TIMMS 2015 international results in mathematics’, 2015). Furthermore, a recent report by
PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) stated that the average Saudi Arabian
student’s performance was below the average of all three subjects (maths, science and reading)
(OECD, 2019). This indicates that poor academic achievement is one problem facing the Saudi

educational system.

These issues have to be tackled at ministry level, and indeed made engaging with reflection
frustrating sometimes. Dewey emphasised the importance of “whole-heartedness” and the
enthusiasm of subject matter to engage with reflective thinking, however, Rodgers articulated
that when the school environment is unsupportive, it can be a repulsive environment for
teachers which also causes bitterness (Rodgers, 2002), and as a result engaging with reflection
is difficult. However, the participants in this study were able to reflect on the issues that were
within their scope, and this put pressure on them to tackle some of their issues. For example,
they had to invest more time over and above their official class time to try to resolve issues, and
this was noted by participants when writing their RJs. For instance, Haifa had to meet and
support a student who was unable to read in Arabic as she was studying in an international
school and had moved suddenly to the public school with no support. She invested her free time

to help the student to overcome her weakness. However, with large issues, some participants
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air their voice to give their opinions, hoping to be heard by the authorities, and so contribute to

improvements in the current Saudi educational system.

In fact, | argue that even with the complexity and difficulties within the Saudi education system,
we as lecturers, teachers, and trainee teachers have to take responsibility for our job by acting
positively to make wise decisions to improve the current situation. One way to do this is by
engaging thoughtfully with our practice as “teaching is a moral business concerned with means
and ends” (Hatton and Smith, 1995, p. 46). Unfortunately, this was not the case with some of
the school teachers as they seemed to be careless about dealing with changes within the Saudi
education system, as they were implementing these changes without careful consideration, such
as when assessing student learning (see Section 4.3.5). This orientation may have arisen as a
result of the absence of reflection within the Saudi education system, and the following section

discussed this in more detail.

The absence of reflection

One can anticipate that because of the lack of support of metacognitive skills in the Saudi
context, as mentioned in one of the above sections, reflective thinking is an uncommon way of
learning within the actual practice of Saudi teachers, both in terms of professional development
programmes and in university study. The absence of reflection in Saudi teachers was found by
Almazrawi (2014), who articulated that Saudi teachers did not have reflective skills as they
generally did not link their beliefs with evidence from research or from experience, did not take

the responsibility for their actions and only described their problems on a very superficial level.

The absence of reflection was also found in the professional development programmes. Here,
Alrubian argued that the current professional development trainee programmes do not allow
the teachers to take an active role in their learning in terms of interacting, raising their voices,
discussing their practice and reflecting with each other, as the current traditional trainee
programmes are not effective for meeting teachers’ needs since they employ “the transmission
method in which a top-down approach is adopted” (Alrubian, 2014, p. 230). Furthermore, from
my experience of teaching in the College of Education, none of the taught modules required

reflection as a means for assessment in the field of “junior primary classes teacher programme”.

However, as mentioned earlier in this study, there were some attempts to implement reflection
by a certain lecturer in “junior primary classes teacher programme” and other attempts in the

diploma teaching degree programmes and in an official way in another department
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(kindergarten programme). Nonetheless, the informal phase of this study revealed a descriptive
level of reflection and an ignorance of the real meaning of reflection among the pre-service
teachers (see Section 4.2.2). This echoes the absence of the real meaning of reflection within
the university study system. Furthermore, there is no indication, either explicitly or implicitly,
of the importance of preparing the students to engage actively in their practice in order to
address their incidents and to reflect on their practice within the official practical education
documents of the current university system in the field of “junior primary classes teacher

programme”.

Thus, one of the main challenges relates to the fact that the concept of reflection is uncommon
among school teachers, some university lecturers and the majority of pre-service teachers.
Therefore, clarifying the meaning, the process and the model of reflection would be a vital
initial step when integrating reflective thinking as a learning method in teacher education
programmes (see Section 5.3.1). However, because reflection is difficult and challenging in
itself (Francis, 1995; Rogers, 2001) there is a need to consider the other factors that would
appear to hinder the pre-service teachers’ ability to engage in reflection, some of which are
related to the school context where the students were placed. The following sections discuss

these factors in more detail.

Challenges related to the school context (during the school placement)

A school placement is considered to be a crucial aspect of teacher education programmes as it
provides a chance to ‘practice’ the knowledge and skills that the trainee teachers have learned
during their university studies (Ryan, Toohey and Hughes, 1996; Allen and Wright, 2014).
However, the findings of this study revealed many challenges and obstacles faced by the trainee

teachers, which affected their ability for reflection.

Being overwhelmed with multilabel duties

One of these disincentive factors relates to how the participants were being overwhelmed by
the multilabel duties imposed on them by the senior management at their schools. This appears
to indicate that the senior management use their position of authority to make the trainee
teachers cover some of the regular school teachers’ duties. For example, Reema reported the

following:

Sometimes, at the school we do not have a chance to attend to each other’s

classes as we are so busy...One day, I was asked to cover four ‘waiting

classes’ at the same time (a class needing supervision in the normal teacher's
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absence). When this happened, we helped each other or just put all the
students in a huge room so we could control them...and, of course, when my
friends ask me for help, I will help them...So while in the schedule, it appears
like I covered, 'one waiting class’, this is not the reality...I do not want to ruin
my good relationship with them...so | just accept that. (Reema, 2)

From Reema’s narrative, it is clear that the school’s senior management take advantage of
having the pre-service teachers at their school by making them do work that consumes their
valuable time at school. Being overwhelmed by irrelevant teaching tasks and other
administrative problems would hinder the students in terms of deepening their ability for
reflection, as writing thoughtful RJs requires time and a fresh mind is required for concentrating

on their learning.

Taking advantage of the pre-service teachers and putting them under pressure in order to
accomplish the school and university requirements was found in many studies in the Saudi
context. For example, Al-jadidi (2012, p. 292) articulated that trainee teachers were
“encumbered with a lot of work during their teaching practice” by the school senior
management. This was reiterated by Alzaydi, who mentioned that the school administration
considers pre-service teachers as offering “a chance to reduce their burden and cover the lack
of teachers at the school” adding that “the course was very compressed, which put the student

teachers under pressure to meet the different demands of different institutions” (2010, p. 253).

In fact, pre-service teachers require a secure, suitable and supportive environment (Hobson,
2002; Minott, 2008), one in which they should be treated fairly in order that they have a chance
to concentrate on their learning rather than on irrelevant work. This would help them to find

time to think and to interact with each other and reflect on their practice.

Lack of support for pre-service teachers

The relevant literature states that written feedback is vital in terms of promoting a high level of
reflection when pre-service teachers engage in writing reflectively (Bain, Ballantyne, et al.,
2002; Bain, Mills, et al., 2002), which was represented with the findings of this study as the
online written feedback appeared to help to develop the level of reflection of many of the
participants (see Section 4.1.2 Explaining the Reflection Levels for all RJs). However, the
findings of this study also illustrated how some of the participants needed more than written

feedback after completing their journals in order to engage with their issues in more depth.
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These participants (Aldana, Mona, Rana, Kholoud, and Nada) articulated that understanding
their current incidents often appeared challenging and they thus wanted to receive close support

from professionals, which would help them to think about their incidents and write their RJs.

Indeed, according to Ryan (2013), writing the RJs based on the Bain model needs to be
scaffolded very carefully within students. She explained that engaging with reflective thinking
involved some internal conversation, particularly when writing at the first two components of
the Bain model in which individuals should reach a clear focus of the incident. Meanwhile
within the “Relating” component, one should be able to connect their skills and experience and
be able to decide how and when to act. However, Ryan argues that even the first two levels of
reflection seem to be challenging for higher education students and thus educators have to
facilitate students’ reflective thinking by, for example, engaging with them in discussion and
negotiations to help them focus on their main issues rather than re-telling what happened. In
fact, writing at the ‘Reasoning’ level of the Bain model “moves the reflection from a largely
personal response to an intellectually rigorous analysis of the context” (Ryan, 2013, p. 147).
Thus, some interaction with others is crucial as a high level of reflection cannot be achieved in
isolation. In short, the trainee teachers need to interact with others while writing their RJs in
order to deepen their understanding of a certain situation and to learn and to ultimately develop,
both personally and professionally (Bound, Keogh and Walker, 2013). However, although the
pre-service teachers in this study received some support from the school teachers and
supervisors (see Section 4.4.2), they also reported that many of the class teachers were reluctant
to help them even by giving them relevant information and having discussions about their
teaching practice. This was due to various reasons, including their lack of time (Alzaydi, 2010)
and their low level of competence (Altayar, 2003 in Alnahdi, 2014). Meanwhile, the lack of
support found in Alzaydi's (2010) study was found to be due to the hindrance factors in the
schools, where the pre-service teachers were considered as regular teachers rather than as

trainee teachers who needed to be supported during their school placement.

The participants also experienced a lack of support from some of the university tutors. For
example, Dr. Samira concentrated more on evaluating the students’ level of teaching rather than
on engaging with them through reflective discussions that could help them to analyse and
address their issues. While she visited the trainee teachers at school three times with the aim of
assessing their teaching practice, in the official Practical Education document, it is noted that
the pre-service teachers should be visited at least four times, two in terms of guidance and two

in terms of assessment (Researcher’s diary). Indeed, from the participants’ narrative, it was
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noticed that the majority of Dr. Samira’s students preferred not to have a discussion with her as

she was always in a rush and seemed very busy.

Another supervisor, who did not participate in this study, generally had a weekly supervision
meeting with the students at the university, one of which | attended. Here, she appeared to be
trying to ‘spoon-feed’ the pre-service teachers in exactly what they should do and how they
should face their problems, while, ironically, the lecture was one-directional, with none of the
students asking any questions or trying to engage in any discussion with the supervisor

(Researcher’s diary).

Both of these supervisors appeared to be unprepared to encourage the pre-service teachers to
reflect thoughtfully on their practice. Indeed, they were unaware of their supervisory role of
supporting the pre-service teachers and helping them to learn actively about the knowledge
embedded within the practice; rather they chose to concentrate on evaluating the trainee
teachers or on telling them exactly what to do and how to face their issues beforehand. In this
regard, Dewey and Schon (in Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999) argued that the embedded tacit
teaching knowledge cannot be taught but must be learned with the support of experienced

teachers or supervisors.

In fact, the supervisors come from different backgrounds and have their own visions of how to
supervise the trainee teachers, meaning not all of them support the idea of reflection. Thus, it is
important to offer them some training workshops that would help them to understand their role
as a supportive supervisor. Although Dr. Samira engaged with some of the online feedback, as
| arranged many meetings with her where we could read the pre-service teachers’ journals and
provide useful feedback, her comments were not always particularly thoughtful (Researcher’s

diary).

A similar result was found by Alrumaih, who articulated that there was a lack of competence
among the supervisors in terms of enhancing the students’ reflection on their practice during
the school placement and argued that “the current supervisors’ weakness poses a challenge to
applying reflection as a method of supervision in Saudi universities in the future” (2016, p.
197).

However, this was not the case with all the supervisors. Indeed, although the official Practical

Education document does not mention reflective practice as an aspect that should be considered
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when preparing the students to graduate as teachers, the supervisors who participated in this
study, Dr. Noor and Dr. Afnan, supported the orientation towards reflective thinking by
engaging the students in thoughtful discussions about their practice, which helped the current
participants in writing their RJs. For example, Dr. Noor and Dr. Afnan often introduced
discussions to help the pre-service teachers to identify some of their problems. Here, Dr. Afnan

offered the following:

Basically, during my supervision, | encourage the trainee teachers to admit
their issues...because with this...half of the work is done...but when they
resist...sometimes they do not notice they have a problem. So, while they may
describe what happened, they never notice the depth of the problem. For
example, when the trainees implemented a teaching strategy...they found that
the problem related to the students, while they never noticed that the
implementation of the strategy was inappropriate. When telling them that
they did not implement the teaching strategy appropriately, they were
surprised and said ‘Aha...so this was the problem!’ So, by engaging with
them in some discussion, they notice their problems. (Dr. Afnan)

However, in looking at the narratives, while it would appear that the supervisors supported the
pre-service teachers before writing RJs, as their interaction helped the pre-service teachers to
recognise the main issues that they were encountering but did not recognise previously, when
the pre-service teachers attempted to deepen their thoughts, they rarely discussed their issues
with their supervisors. Rather, they would generally start to address their issues by reading
certain relevant books or by interacting with any available, trusted individuals such as the
cooperative teachers, the school social workers or their qualified relatives, while all of them

tended to engage in discussions with their peers to understand the situation more thoughtfully.

On the whole, the majority of the participants found the means of support in informal ways.
This concurred with a study conducted by Al-jadidi (2012) who found that pre-service teachers
tend to engage in informal conversations where many of the communities of practice are
created, which will help them to discuss their issues actively and engage with reflective

thinking.

Despite the engagement in the informal communities and receiving the online feedback, this
was not enough for some of the participants. Indeed, many (Kholoud, Aldana, Mona, Rana, and
Nada) wanted more face-to-face interaction and more help, either from the university tutors or
from the cooperative teachers, as they often struggled to improve their level of reflection when

they only received the written feedback, while some even asked for phone calls in order to
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deepen their thoughts (see Section 4.1.3 The nature of feedback provided to the participants

during the study to improve their reflective journals).

This indicates that there are individual differences among the participants, as the students varied
in terms of abilities and learning habits (Oosterheert and Vermunt, 2001; Rogers, 2001).
Therefore, combining various types of support would appear to be more effective for helping
pre-service teachers when they are learning about teaching. These could include online
feedback and face-to-face interaction, all of which would arguably help the majority of the
trainee teachers to reach their potential. In fact, participants need layers of “support [coming]
from the ‘inner circle’, which includes the university tutor, subject mentor, other teachers in the
placement and other [course] students [and] from agents outside this ‘inner circle’: parents,
partners, and friends” (Meierdirk, 2016b, p. 37).

5.3 Implementation and support

In this section, I will discuss the pre-service teachers’ complete experience when they engaged
in writing the RJs with the support of technology to facilitate their understanding of reflection
and to influence the process of reflective thinking. I will highlight the impact of the use of
technology as a means of scaffolding and how that could illustrate and prompt reflection, as
well as the impact using technology with human interaction has on reflection. Other themes
emerged as vital factors that affected the students’ reflection, including the importance of
understanding the meaning of reflection, reading and reflection, individual differences and the
pre-service teachers’ need for a combination of support measures during the study (see Figure

5.2).
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Figure 5.2: Implementation and support to foster the process of reflective thinking
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5.3.1 Understanding the meaning of reflection

It became clear after examining the relevant literature that reflection is defined in various ways
(Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016). Indeed, Hatton and Smith (1995 p. 33) stated that the term
reflection is “used, rather loosely, to embrace a wide range of concepts and strategies”. In this
respect, both Bain, Ballantyne, et al. (2002) and Moon (2013) argued that the meaning of
reflection depends on the researcher’s adopted framework. According to La Boskey (1994) and
Valli (1993 cited in Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002), distinguishing between the process and the

content of reflection is vital to understanding the meaning of reflection.

Thus, | argue that deciding about the content and the process of the reflection is vital for both
the education teachers and the pre-service teachers in terms of having a clear vision of the
purpose of being involved in such a task in order to reach a clear agreement about the reflection
and how to reflect. If this is not addressed, disappointingly descriptive journals would be the
result (Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken, 2005; Granberg, 2010). The findings of the informal
phase of the current study mirrored this point, as all of the students failed to understand the real
meaning of reflection, clearly because there was no specific model or theory on reflective
thinking that could be explained to them, which resulted in a descriptive level of reflection and
a negative attitude towards reflecting. This finding correlates with Lai and Calandra’s (2007)
research, where it was found that one of the main factors that leads to a descriptive level of
reflection relates to how trainee teachers lack an understanding of the meaning of reflection and

of how to start writing their journals.

For Dewey, the purpose of reflection “was to make sense of experience toward the end of (a)
individual growth, and thus, (b) the growth and health of a democratic society” (cited in
Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016, p. 76). In fact, according to Dewey, reflection is “scientific
inquiry” (cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 845), which involves several phases, including
“suggestion”, which represents the first impression of an experience, “naming” the incidents,
which includes raising questions and setting hypotheses to “intellectualise” a given experience,
and “examining” such hypotheses in order to achieve “intelligent action” (Rodgers and
Laboskey, 2016, p. 74).

In this sense, Bain, Ballantyne, et al.(2002) assumed that the process of reflection is heavily
cognitive, which is associated with Dewey’s reflection process, albeit with a more nonlinear
order when engaging with reflective thinking. This means that the practitioner can reflect on

the first three components (reporting, responding and relating) in any order. However, in order
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to begin writing in the reconstructing component, the practitioner should complete the
reasoning component by discussing several alternative factors and their relation to
understanding the incident before moving on to the reconstructing component (Bain,
Ballantyne, et al., 2002). Regarding the focus or the content of reflection, it should be noted
that there are arguments related to whether the focus or the content of reflection should be on
the moral and ethical considerations or on the current circumstances. In fact, Bain, Ballantyne,
et al.(2002) took the position that the content of reflection mainly depends on the practitioner’s
incidents, which would, over time, generally involve concerns related to the ethical and moral

issues of educational practice.

Meanwhile, facilitating the process of reflection and reaching a clear agreement about reflection
is not an easy task (Rogers, 2001), due to the complex nature of reflection itself (Dewey, 1933;
Francis, 1995; Ryan, 2013). Furthermore, given the fact that such a concept is uncommon
within the Saudi context, the situation is more complex for both the education teachers and the
pre-service teachers (see the discussion on ‘The absence of reflection” embedded in section
5.2.2 ‘Challenges related to the unique nature of the Saudi educational system’ for more
details). Indeed, understanding the meaning of reflection requires both time and a supportive
environment, where students can fulfil their potential (Hobbs, 2007; Husu, Toom and
Patrikainen, 2008) and a technology-enhanced learning platform was used as a means by a
substantial number of studies to influence reflection (e.g. Lai and Calandra, 2010; Daniil, 2013;
Brooke, 2014; Kori et al., 2014). However, it can be argued that providing students with
technology alone as a means or a space in which to reflect does not guarantee that they would
reflect at a thoughtful level (Killeavy and Moloney, 2010; Kori et al., 2014). Indeed, the use of
technology should be planned carefully beforehand to meet the students’ needs when they
engage with reflection, as many fail to use technology as a means to this end. This is mainly
because it is asssumed that pre-service teachers know what reflection is and how they can reflect
by themselves (Killeavy and Moloney, 2010). Providing students with online scaffolding tools
(as a guidance for their reflection) could help them to understand the meaning of reflection and
influence their reflective thinking (Lai and Calandra, 2010; Kori et al., 2014).

During this study, although | conducted two workshops at the beginning of the semester to
explain the meaning of reflection, the students could not really understand it until they engaged
with the complexity of teaching and completed their first RJ. Completing their journals

involved a number of support measures. | will now discuss the impact of the embedded online
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scaffolding resources on the main blog and how the pre-service teachers benefited from them

during this study.

5.3.2 The impact of the use of the main blog (with the embedded online scaffolding

resources) to illustrate and promote reflection

When designing the current study, | considered the importance of using technology with
predefined guidelines in terms of providing the participants with some visual resources,
including infographics, exemplars and other resources, which were embedded within the main
blog to help the participants to understand the meaning and purpose of reflection and how they

could reflect on their practice (see Appendix I).

The findings of the current research revealed that the use of technology as a resource to explain
the meaning of reflection was beneficial, especially at the beginning of this study, in terms of
understanding how to express their thoughts and feelings as well as how to reflect on their
practice largely based on Bain’s model. The participants’ narratives revealed that accessing the
embedded resources was beneficial in terms of understanding the purpose of reflection and how

they could start writing their RJs.

Two infographics were embedded on the main blog, one related to Bain’s 5Rs model and
another related to reflective writing (Ryan, 2011). The two infographics were designed in a
simple way with a number of emojis and prompting questions that could help the participants
when writing their journals (see Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.7). The findings of this research
highlighted that many participants, especially at the beginning of the study, used and benefited
from reading the infographics. Indeed, the students mentioned that the original Bain model that
was uploaded with the other resources was difficult to understand as it looked so complicated,

which was not the case with the infographic designed based on the model.

It should be noted that to the best of my knowledge, this is the first study that uses infographics
as a visual support to explain the meaning of reflection. However, a large number of studies
found that the use of infographics as a tool of learning is promising in terms of supporting
students’ learning and understanding in the 21st century, especially when engaging with a

complex and rich amount of knowledge (Vanichvasin, 2013; Uyan Dur, 2014).

For example, in Vanichvasin's study, where the aim was to examine the use of infographics as

visual communication and learning tools for undergraduate students, the researcher found that
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“most of the students agreed that using infographics as a visual communication tool could
enhance appeal, comprehension and retention (2013, p. 135). Furthermore, there was a positive
attitude towards the use of infographics as a tool of learning among the students (Vanichvasin,
2013). Elsewhere, Uyan Dur believed that the “visual design of information and data is
important, not only for increasing perceptibility but also for revealing the patterns within
complex information, and being educative, persuasive and guiding depending on the content
and objective” (2014, p. 39).

One of the infographics used in this study consisted of prompting questions and guidance on
how to reflect based on Bain’s model. This guidance was found to be essential when asking the
participants to reflect on their practice. Roberts emphasised the importance of providing
students with guidance and support, he reach this conclusion after reviewing the relevant
literature to develop and use a conceptual model that could help students to deepen their
reflection; thus he suggested that “the provision of appropriate structure and support, which
may include the provision of guidance and feedback, can help students produce reflective

outputs, even if they are not naturally inclined to do so” (2009, p. 641).

Several participants articulated that the prompting questions placed on the online infographic
of Bain’s 5Rs framework were vital, especially at the beginning of the semester, as they helped
them when writing their RJs in terms of questioning themselves about their practice, which
made writing their RJs possible. They commonly used these questions as a way to start writing
their journals, while for some, they provided an evaluative tool for improving their journals’

level after completing them.

The relevant literature indicated that when encouraging students to engage with reflection via
the use of blogs without reaching an agreement about the purpose and the meaning of reflection
and without offering scaffolding tools, the results will be disappointing, as many pre-service
teachers did not use their blogs (Divitini, Haugalgkken and Morken, 2005) or many of them
may write at a descriptive level of reflection rather than consider their issues in critical terms
(Granberg, 2010).

Indeed, the result of the present study correlates with a review study conducted by Kori et al.
(2014). This review article “identified 21 articles that used predefined guidance and deemed
them beneficial for supporting reflection” (Kori et al., 2014, p. 50). This is because the

predefined guidance within technology-enhanced learning generally consists of guiding and
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prompting questions, which can provide general support for students when involved in

reflective thinking.

However, the findings of this study do not entirely concur with those of Lai and Calandra
(2010), which involved an explanatory study to investigate the effectiveness of two computer-
based scaffolding measures. The first used question prompts and the second a flowchart to
describe the writing requirements step by step (writing process display group). In contrast, the
control group wrote at a critical level with no support. Lai and Calandra’s study adopted the
writing reflective rubric developed by Ward and McCotter (2004) which consists of four levels
of reflection: the first two levels are routine and technical and the two second higher levels of
reflection are dialogic and transformative). The researchers found that about 80% of their
novice teachers’ writing remained within the two lowest levels of reflection, while the writing
in the treatment group was within the two highest levels of reflection: 78.2% for the question
prompt group and 81.8% for the writing process display group. Although the current study
concurs with the above study in terms of the advantages of adopting online guidelines to
facilitate reflection, which helped the participants to know how to start writing and what kind
of information they should include, the results do not concur with the percentage achieving the
two highest levels. In my study, around 57% were able to write at the two highest levels in the
majority of their journals, before receiving online feedback (see Section 4.1.2. ‘Explaining the
reflection levels for all online reflective journals’ for more detail). However, when responding
to the given online feedback, 71% of the written journals were at the two highest Bain levels of

reflection.

Moreover, reading the exemplars was more beneficial for some of the participants than reading
the 5Rs infographic, as this helped them to conceive how to write their RJs and made the idea

of reflection clearer. Here, Haifa stated the following:

The existing exemplars...were very nice. They clarified how to reflect...they
were clearer than Bain’s model...and I benefited when reading these
exemplars more than from reading Bain’s model...because, you know, Bain’s
model explains reflection through a more scientific approach...but these
exemplars helped me to comprehend how to write, what kind of thoughts 1
should write down and how to think intellectually. This is why I tend to read
the relevant exemplars before writing my own journal as this stimulates me
to think in a similar fashion. (Haifa, 2)

This was previously identified in Hume’s study, where the author articulated the following:
“the sharing of exemplars and feedback that prompted further thinking appeared to help
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students increase the sophistication of their reflections and their insights into the teaching of
science” (Hume, 2009, p. 254). Modelling reflection by giving some examples about the
expected level of thinking helped the majority of the participants to understand how to start

writing their RJs.

Meanwhile, using the online infographics on the academic reflective writing model (Ryan,
2011) helped some of the participants to overcome some of their writing difficulties, express
their thoughts and improve their writing. The academic writing model consists of a number of
linguistic resources and certain language that is associated with Bain’s model and has the aim

of influencing the pre-service teachers’ writing ability when reflecting on their practice.

In this regard, Ryan (2011) believed that engaging in reflective writing is difficult and should
be supported in a systematic and clear way. However, she also stated that there is no evidence
on whether using such a model was beneficial or not to improving students’ writing. Indeed,
the findings of this study illustrated that while the academic writing infographic was beneficial
for some of the current participants when writing their journals in terms of helping them to use
the appropriate language for each component, the use of such a model was not sufficient enough
to help those students who have serious issues with their writing in terms of linking ideas,
having a clear vision and a logical sequence of thoughts. For example, while Kholoud was
struggling at the beginning of the semester to write clearly about her thoughts, she was eager to
learn as she actively responded to the feedback until she improved her writing style (see Section
4.3.2. ‘Lack of Writing Ability’). Indeed, most participants were able to improve their writing
style through various strategies, including reading the academic writing infographic, reading
the relevant books, revising each other’s writing and responding to the professional feedback,

all of which supported them in improving the level of their writing.

On the whole, although all the participants articulated that they benefited from using these
embedded resources in terms of writing their RJs, many of the participants could not write at a
deeper level in some of their journals before responding to the given feedback (see Section
4.1.2. ‘Explaining the reflection levels for all online reflective journals’). This means that
providing online guidance alone was not enough to encourage many of the participants to reflect
at a deeper level in some of their journals. A substantial number of studies have emphasised the
importance of the lecturer’s role in influencing pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking (e.g.
Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; Roberts, 2009; Ryan, 2013; Jones and Ryan, 2014). | will discuss
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this point in more detail in section 5.3.4. ‘The impact of the use of technology with human

interaction’.

In fact, understanding the meaning of reflection requires time and patience on the part of the
educators, who must help the participants to understand the real purpose of reflection
(Hobbs, 2007; Husu, Toom and Patrikainen, 2008). In this study, the participants articulated
that after beginning their RJs and engaging with the complexity of teaching experiences, they
realised that reflecting had an influence on their practice as they changed some of their actions

as a result of it. Here, Marwa stated the following:

In fact, | was sure that | would benefit, because anyone who never thinks and
reflects will be in trouble...but I was expecting to benefit theoretically, not in
practice. | said to myself, okay, | will reflect, read [and] implement the
solution, but I did not expect that this could really influence my teaching
practice...I was saying, so what? What will happen when I have to think
about that? Now, when | have to implement a solution, | keep thinking of my
practice...is it appropriate? Is it a good solution? Why and why not, and what
about trying something else...which means that it affected my actions as a
teacher. (Marwa, 2)

There are other factors that helped many of the participants write their journals in terms of
reaching a new understanding of their issues when they reflected on their practice. Here, reading
is one example, and the impact of reading on reflection will be explained in the following

section.

5.3.3 Reading and reflection

In this section, | discuss the benefit of reading books (either the embedded online books or other
books) for understanding one’s current situation and widening one’s horizons when making
practice-related decisions. I also discuss the impact of reading others’ blogs, which emerged as

a positive factor in the findings in terms of helping the students to understand reflection.

In fact, reading from books was an essential part of this study, as the participants were advised
to refer to the literature when writing on both the relating and the reasoning components of
Bain’s model in order to link any current incidents with the relevant knowledge. In the relating
component, referring to the literature is vital in the sense that one can draw a relationship
between the incidents, the theoretical understanding and one’s own experience. At this stage,
the pre-service teachers would be focused on the rationale behind implementing certain

strategies, while in the reasoning component, referring to the relevant theories is a means of
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support in terms of gaining a new understanding of the situation or the current incidents (Bain,
Ballantyne, et al., 2002).

Reading from the online books, which included some practical knowledge in the form of
relevant case studies, was found to be beneficial by the majority of the participants, as these
books used real-life examples that helped the students to learn and to deal with their incidents.
They found that reading the online books was far more interesting than reading the university’s
curriculum books, because the latter were heavily based on theoretical knowledge and neglected
the practical aspects. Furthermore, the focus when they studied these books was on memorising

the facts rather than reaching a new understanding.

Indeed, Hanan stated that her experience of engaging with the reading activities when thinking
about and writing her RJs changed her approach from one of focusing on memorising
knowledge to one that is more meaningful, which involved understanding the issue in more

depth in order to address her practice incidents:

My way of reading indeed changed. Instead of reading to memorise
information so as to write it down at the exam...I now tend to read more
carefully...to stop and think when reading on certain topics. | also now tend
to reread some information again and again...and to read with the aim of
understanding...l link the ideas together. Up to this point | have read more
than five books...I read them to find some appropriate solutions for my
teaching incidents. (Hanan, 3)

This means that reading helped many of the pre-service teachers to construct and build new
knowledge based on their previous learning and knowledge, as opposed to passively ‘copying’
the knowledge of others. This means that their new way of reading helped them to actively
engage in meaningful learning in order to understand their issues, which will ultimately lead
them towards personal and professional growth. Indeed, reading in this study provided
individuals with alternative assumptions in which it helped to widen the trainee teachers
horizons, to consider their incidents from a different perspective, and to reach a new
understanding, instead of accepting what Dewey (in Zeichner and Liston, 1996) named the
“collective code” of everyday reality. In fact, reading from literature with the aim of
understanding the current situation encouraged the participants in the present study to consider
alternative solutions and other assumptions that could lead to a new understanding and
ultimately to the “intelligence action” rather than continuing with “routine action” (Dewey in

Zeichner and Liston, 1996).
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Indeed, reading was considered by some of the participants as one of the main factors that
helped them to overcome their incidents. In short, it helped some of them to correct their
misconception of certain beliefs or concepts and to illuminate their thinking through
considering other aspect of their issues. This proved to be a valuable resource that was adopted
by many to address their incidents and to feel more confident about their teaching decisions,
especially given that they do not receive sufficient support from the class teachers in terms of
understanding their work as a teacher. In fact, the participants noted that many of the school
teachers lack certain knowledge, especially that related to managing the classroom and how to
treat students appropriately, which made reading these books a vital experience for the majority

of them.

This attitude towards reading was also found by Smith and Lev-Ari, who found that “more than
half of the students perceived the reading of professional literature as highly useful for
reflection on their teaching practice” (2005, p. 296). Reading relevant articles about teaching
and learning mathematics was found to be a valuable factor that enhances trainee teachers’
reflective thinking, in a study conducted by Kaasila and Lauriala (2012). In this regard, Buschor
and Kamm (2015) demonstrated that improving students’ knowledge and competence is crucial
when preparing them for their role as a teacher, as they believed that when designing a learning
environment to support pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking, it is essential “to establish a
balance between the students’ need to know how and activities focusing on gaining knowledge

on knowing that” (Buschor and Kamm, 2015, p. 242).

On the other hand, reading others’ blogs was found to be helpful by the practitioners in terms
of understanding how to reflect on a deep level, while this also stimulated them to think about
other aspects of their practice. This correlates with the findings of Deng and Yuen, who
articulated that the participants’ reflection was triggered by reading each other’s blogs, as it

“enhanced the cognitive presence within the group of student teachers” (2011, p. 448).

Although reading was found to be a beneficial activity among the majority of participants when
reflecting on their practice, not all the participants had a positive attitude towards the activity.
For example, Haifa, Nada and Mona stated that they found it difficult to engage in reading and
they rarely link their journals to the literature. Furthermore, a majority articulated that they

require more support, including in terms of online interaction, as this was found to be crucial
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and had a clear influence on the majority of the pre-service teachers’ level of reflection. This

point is discussed in more detail in the following section.

5.3.4 The impact of the use of technology with human interaction to promote pre-service
teachers’ reflection
In this section, I discuss the impact of the use of technology for interacting with peers,

experienced teachers, the supervisors and the researcher after writing the RJs.

The findings of this research highlighted that there was a resistance to online interaction among
the pre-service teachers. Furthermore, if they did write comments that included praise and
compliments, this could be explained through knowing that the pre-service teachers were placed
in groups in schools, which means they had the opportunity for face-to-face interaction, which
affected their motivation to socially interact through online blogs. This point was discussed in
more detail in section 5.2.1. ‘Challenges related to the use of technology as a means to promote

reflection’.

During the current research, the pre-service teachers stated that they received online feedback
from experienced teachers and that although their feedback did not generally influence their
thinking, it had a positive emotional effect on them. Some of the participants articulated that
reading some of these comments benefited them in terms of reconsidering some aspect of their
teaching. Indeed, the experienced teachers generally compiled their comments in terms of a list
of advice rather than, as was expected, in terms of influencing the pre-service teachers’ thinking
by raising questions and commenting in more thoughtful ways. However, the teachers
themselves were new to the reflection concept (with the exception of one who was working as
a teacher supervisor (Nadia)) and this could explain the reason behind the lack of quality of
their online comments. It should be noted that even Nadia provided a list of advice, which could
have been because she misunderstood her role and thought that the pre-service teachers need to
reach direct solutions in order to resolve their incidents. This orientation was identified by
Alrumaih (2016), who suggested a model for engaging in a focus group after observing the
participants’ teaching practice, which would include the pre-service teachers and the school
teachers and would encourage the former to reflect on their practice without the use of
technology. In fact, she found that the school teachers did not help to influence the participants’
reflective thinking as they provided feedback as a list of practical advice. This means that it
could be too early to involve experienced teachers in such a process, given that, as was already

noted, reflective thinking is still uncommon practice within the Saudi context.
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The other type of online human interaction that was appreciated by most of the participants
involved receiving continuous online feedback from their supervisors and from the researcher.
Here, the pre-service teachers emphasised that receiving this online feedback motivated them
to compile and improve their RJs. In short, it encouraged them to think more deeply about their
issues and to improve their writing style. For example, Hanan highlighted that it would be

difficult for her to deepen her thinking without receiving feedback:

It is hard for me sometimes to think deeply about some issues without
receiving feedback. | read the online feedback carefully and | considered
them even when writing my next journal. (Hanan, 3)

A substantial number of research studies have revealed that when using blogs as a means of
reflection without considering the educator role of facilitating participants’ reflective thinking
by posing questions and evaluating their reflection, this would largely relate to exchanging
social support, where the participants rarely engaged in a deep level of reflection (e.g. Killeavy
and Moloney, 2010; Reupert and Dalgarno, 2011; Jones and Ryan, 2014). For example, a study
was conducted by Jones and Ryan (2014), in which they used two moderating online resources
(unstructured personal blog and structured threaded discussions); both revealed little evidence
of engaging in a high level of reflection. The researchers here emphasised that providing the
participants with structured topics does not guarantee an engagement in critical thinking, and
they conclude that considering the lecturer’s role is vital in terms of posing questions and
providing them with encouragement and affirmations to help them deepen their reflection
(Jones and Ryan, 2014). In fact, many studies have identified the importance of the lecturer’s
role when using a blog as a means of reflection (e.g. Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Yang,
2009; Deng and Yuen, 2011; Luik et al., 2011; Boulton and Hramiak, 2012).

The findings of this study concur with those of Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (2009, p. 259), who
found that “unlike traditional paper-based systems, blogs provided ongoing opportunities for
the tutor to assist the trainees in their development as reflective practitioners”, which has a
positive impact on supporting the pre-service teachers’ reflective thinking process. Rodgers and
Laboskey (2016) articulated that it is “the teacher educator’s job to put teacher-learners in
situations that give them direct experiences with teaching and learning...[and] to lead their
learners to reflect on these experiences” (cited in Rodgers and Laboskey, 2016, p. 75). Leading
learners to reflect can be achieved through the use of blogs as a means of interaction. Here,

Boulton and Hramiak articulated that “the blogs gave the tutors an added dimension in terms
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of effectiveness by being able to intervene to assist trainees with reflection and give guidance

on this where necessary” (2012, p. 513).

Meanwhile, in both the above studies, it was noted that there was a clear difference in the quality
of the blog posts among the participants. This indicated that there were individual differences
among them. Indeed, individual differences in terms of the ability to think thoughtfully and
logically in order to reach a new understanding was clear in this study (see Section 4.1.2,
‘Explaining the reflection levels for all online reflective journals’). This indicates that the
participants’ needs in terms of support varies, as some of the participants argued that in order
to deepen their thinking, they require more support than simply receiving online feedback to
understand their work as a teacher. The participants’ different needs in terms of support based
on their ability and the need for a combination of support measures during the school placement

are discussed in the following section.

5.3.5 Individual differences and the participants’varying needs for a combination of support
measures during the entire study

At the beginning of this study, all the participants articulated that close professional support
and some form of co-reflection were needed, especially during the first two weeks of their field
experience. This would help them to understand their main incidents. Interacting face-to-face
with their supervisors or with school teachers and co-reflecting on their main issues play a very
important role in facilitating reflective thinking, especially at the beginning of the semester.

Here, Haifa wrote the following in one of her last journals:

Trainee teachers need professional colleagues monitoring them and
providing them with a close support to realise their main incidents at least
during the first two weeks, as theoretical knowledge is not enough to
understand how children could be taught to learn. (Haifa, RJ: 6)

This finding correlates with that of Ryan’s argument, who believes that reflecting on practice
is challenging and should be scaffolded within students throughout all the Bain model
components. She explained that even writing at the first two components of the Bain model
needs to be facilitated and this could be through engaging with dissuasion with the educators
to help individuals focus their thinking. This is because without having a clear focus when they
start writing the reflective journal, participants would not be able to reflect at a high level of
reflection (Ryan, 2013).
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This means that the role of the professionals (the lecturers or school teachers) should not be
limited to online feedback. Indeed, the participants emphasised the importance of face-to-face
interaction with professionals before starting their journals, especially at the beginning of this
study, as it was difficult for them to figure out their main issues without thinking aloud about
their incidents (see discussion on the difficulty in identifying and assessing certain incidents in
section 4.3.3. ‘Lack of thinking skills’). Indeed, some of the participants need more face-to-
face interactions than others during the study, as their abilities to reflect were varied, based on
their individual differences. In fact, at a later stage of the study, four types of learners were

identified based on the level of their RJs (see Figure 4.1 for more detail), as follows:

First group: Marwa, Reema, and Sultanah. These students were able to help themselves when
reflecting on their practice, as they wrote at the highest two components of reflection based on
the Bain model in the majority of their journals, without the need for any support. They were
in general involved with reading, analysing and discussing their issues with others while

benefitting sometimes from the online feedback in terms of improving their RJs.

Second group: Nourhan, Hanan, Asma and Haifa. These students were able to write the majority
of their journals at the reasoning level of reflection before receiving feedback but needed
continuous online feedback to be able to improve the level of reflection in some of their
journals. Indeed, they could not reach the reconstructing component before receiving feedback,
after which the majority of them were able to improve at least two of their journals regarding

reconstructing.

Third group: Kholoud, Aldana, Mona and Rana. These students usually write at the relating
component in many of their journals before receiving feedback but were able to improve many
of their journals after responding to continued online feedback. Within this group, the
participants sometimes appeared to need closer support to discuss some of their issues when

writing their RJs.

Fourth group: Nada and some other students who withdrew. These students did not respond
actively or could not widen their horizons to consider their issues thoughtfully, even when they
received online feedback on all of their journals. Nada, on the other hand, who chose to continue

to participate, was able to write within the reasoning component in only her last journal.
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In fact, in certain studies that involved blogs as a means of reflection, pre-service teachers were
classified into two groups: the reluctant bloggers who often write at a descriptive level and
generally did not improve their level of reflection; and the frequent bloggers who gradually
come to write at a critical level (Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009; Boulton and Hramiak,
2012). Here, Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin stated “there was a clear difference in the quality of
the blog posts of the more frequent bloggers...and those who saw the blog as an extra chore to
be completed near the hand-in date” (2009, p. 265).

This could be explained through two dimensions, the first of which relates more to the
participants in the fourth group as they appeared not to have the attitude required to engage
with reflection. In this sense, Dewey articulated that reflection is not just a cognitive process;
rather it “requires attitudes that value the personal and intellectual growth of oneself and of
others” (cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 845).

Meanwhile, according to Dewey (cited in Rodgers, 2002), reflection is guided by a set of
essential personal attitudes that allow one to engage in reflective thinking (see Table 2.1). All

of these attitudes are vital to encouraging individuals to engage in reflective thinking.

When looking back over the findings of this study, it is clear that the students who withdrew
lacked the required attitude to engage in reflection. For example, Ruba never wanted to work
as a teacher to start with, while Alanoud was struggling with the subject matter of certain basic
knowledge. Meanwhile, Nada, who struggled to reflect within reasoning and reconstructing
components of Bain’s model in all of her journals (expect her last journal), tended to stick to

her opinions and did not benefit from her peers’ feedback when they observed her teaching.

In contrast, the other participants showed, to a certain extent, their readiness to reflect at
different levels by showing their enthusiasm for teaching, for learning and for the content, by
being open to alternative perspectives, by observing themselves with the aim of improvement
and having the ultimate aim of growing as a teacher. For example, Reema was eager to improve
her practice by reading thoughtfully about her incidents, by being open to other solutions and
by interacting with others to discuss her issues in order to finally reach a thoughtful decision.
However, the participants could not be wholly open-minded or fully represent a state of Open-
Mindedness since, as Dewey stated in Rodgers (2002, p. 858), “we are usually a combination

of many of these [attitudes]”.
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Meanwhile, the second dimension that could explain the existence of the four types of learners
based on their ability to reflect relates to the fact that there were individual differences among
the participants. This was identified in Vermunt and Oosterheert's (2001) study, who found that
five orientations emerged when students learn to teach: “an open meaning orientation, a closed
meaning orientation, an open reproduction orientation, a closed reproduction orientation, and a
survival orientation” (p. 133). Here, the pre-service teachers who think with a survival
orientation tend to rely more on the external information to address their incidents without
careful consideration, defining their issues as problems related to their students, which means
they do not take responsibility for their actions. On the other hand, those pre-service teachers
who think with an open meaning orientation invest all their resources into improving their
understanding of teaching, defining their incidents in terms of understanding and performance.
Their main concern is improving their effectiveness to influence their students’ learning. This
indicates that pre-service teachers have different abilities and learning habits when learning to
teach, meaning teacher education institutions should provide them with the appropriate and
sufficient support according to their thought frameworks in order to help them improve as

teachers.

Thus, although the majority of the participants appeared to benefit from the use of technology
to promote their reflection (the first and second groups), the students in the third group wanted,
sometimes, to have more face-to-face interactions or a co-reflection with knowledgeable

individuals in order to help them while reflecting on their practice.

Since we have reached the end of this discussion section, a very important question should be
raised regarding the criteria that should be established within the Saudi context for choosing
individuals who are eligible to teach in terms of having the attitude and the ability to learn, to
teach and to improve as a teacher. This is because the participants in the fourth group and many
of the other students who withdrew appeared not to have the potential and the essential attitudes
to work as effective teachers. Here, we found that personal skills such as “openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion and emotional stability...were positively associated with
teacher effectiveness” (Kim, Jorg, and Klassen, 2019, p. 163). Therefore, identifying a valid
selection method to select the appropriate individuals to work as teachers is crucial for the
students, the schools and for society as a whole (Hanushek and Rivkin, 2012 cited in Klassen
etal., 2014).
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Indeed, no clear criteria have been used in the Saudi context to choose future teachers or trainee
teachers in the teacher education programme, but I have to demonstrate here that recently a new
policy has been established on placing teachers in levels. These levels are: expert, advanced,
and practitioner based on certain criteria. Furthermore, they set up a role to let the practitioner
teachers have a trial period for two years. The new policy also focuses on obtaining a
professional licence, which is based mainly on passing a certain exam (Ministry of Education,
2019). Nonetheless, | would argue that the Saudi policy should also consider and establish
certain criteria for choosing the appropriate students for entering the teacher education
programmes as well as for selecting teachers for employment, not only in terms of their
cognitive abilities but also other selection criteria related to non-cognitive attributes (i.e.

personal skills), which will help to improve the current Saudi education system.

5.4 Pre-service teachers’ progression and the critical turning points during their reflective
thinking journey

Despite the individual differences that can be noticed between the participants and their varying
needs of support as noted previously, engaging in reflective thinking has a significant impact
on pre-service teachers during their training. In this section, | will explain two critical turning
points that are acknowledged by pre-service teachers in this study as the most important
changes (see Figure 5.3). I will also explain other progression aspects that can be noticed within

Saudi pre-service teachers when they reflect on their practice.

The first turning point occurred when pre-service teachers engage with writing their first RJ,
with the majority of participants articulating that they realised for the first time that they have
to adopt an active role during their learning to develop professionally by thinking and reflecting
on their practice instead of waiting passively on the suggestions of others. Hanan, for example,
mentioned her initial understanding of her role as a trainee teacher from copying and taking

advice as granted from others to reflectively engage and consider her incidents thoughtfully:

I thought that when | face any problem, | should ask the classroom teacher
for the solutions and | would follow her methods...But now I try to address
the problems on my own. | write down the positive and negative aspects of
my teaching...l then think and decide whether it should be considered as a
problem or not...By doing that | expect to be continuously developing as a
teacher...and this will keep me aware of my incidents because being in the
teaching profession requires from each one of us that we improve by
ourselves, not just by reading...but also by thinking thoughtfully about the
reasons for the problems and the ways to address them. (Hanan, 1)
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The narrative from the first interviews also revealed that the pre-service teachers, before
engaging with reflective thinking, often used to make arbitrary decisions when trying to address
their issues. Here, they tended to implement random solutions through trial and error, without
scrutiny. Indeed, some articulated that they did not have a clear vision about how to tackle their
incidents and often rushed to apply the easiest solutions that were suggested by others without
giving them careful consideration. As a result, trainee teachers may jump to inappropriate
conclusions based on their limited experiences, what Dewey (cited in Rodgers, 2002, p. 852)
termed “Spontaneous Interpretation of the Experience”, whereby rash decisions occur in novice

practitioners who lack experience, leading potentially to unsuitable and risky solutions.

The limited epistemological views among the pre-service teachers in terms of believing that
certain solutions were correct for their teaching incidents were identified by Yost, Sentner and
Forlenza-Bailey (2000). The authors stated that this is why encouraging teachers to reflect
would help them to widen their horizons and to think critically about their incidents by
considering the rationale for alternative solutions when addressing their teaching issues (Yost,
Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey, 2000). The limited epistemology and the passive orientation of
learning during the school placement was expected, especially when one is aware that the nature

of the Saudi educational system is less supportive of metacognitive skills (see Section 5.2.2).

However, understanding their new role when they are being introduced to reflective thinking
does not guarantee that they will engage with all of their incidents at a deeper level (see Section
4.1.2). Indeed, the relevant literature (see, inter alia, Granberg, 2010; Luik et al., 2011; Reupert
and Dalgarno, 2011; Yang, 2009) which has used blogs as a means to influence reflective
thinking reveals varied results as to how and at what level pre-service teachers engage with
reflection. Generally, some evidence of reflective thinking and more on descriptive reflection
was found. However, reaching a clear consensus on reflection, engaging in writing their
personal individual RJs and considering the educator-teacher role as a facilitator of reflection,
the findings of this research project concur with those reached by Boulton and Hramiak (2012)
and Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin (2009), whose research revealed that there were two types of
bloggers — reluctant and frequent bloggers — with the former reflecting at the descriptive level
and the latter developing a deeper form of reflection. The current research identified four groups

of participants according to their ability to engage with reflection (see Figure 4.1).

Active roles adopted by the participants in this study when engaging with their incidents in

order to address them thoughtfully and to take the responsibility of their decisions were noticed,
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even from all the participants’ supervisors. For example, Dr. Noor noted that the participants
tend to rely on themselves to address their teaching incidents rather than passively wait for

solutions to be provided:

I noticed that the participants tend to rely on themselves when learning
during the school placement. Some were able to discover their incidents and
address them. Moreover, the participants were active in terms of considering
other external resources rather than asking me for solutions. For example
Sultanah, when | told her that she has a problem when dealing with students
working in groups, recognised her problem... When | attended her class the
next time, | noticed that her teaching in terms of organising the group work
for the students had improved. (Dr. Noor)

Indeed, during this research the participants tended to think about their teaching issues and to
evaluate their solutions systematically based on the ‘5 Rs’ model, the aim being to reach a new
understanding regarding their discussed issues. This includes the fact that they started to question
themselves and their own practice, explain their feelings, make some effort to figure out their real
main problem, acknowledge their weaknesses and link them to their own experiences, and actively
interact with their environment to address the incidents. Lee (2007) in this regard articulated that
when encouraging trainee teachers to write RJs, they would have a chance to apply their
experience and value to evaluate their learning in which this help them to become more reflective.
Reflection in fact helps to enhance trainee teachers’ “self-knowledge™ as teachers and to develop
their practical theories (Korkko and Outi Kyro-Ammala, 2016). It seems that engaging with
reflection helped them to actively engage with multiple sources while learning about their teaching
profession (Freese, 1999). However, this new approach was not easy for the majority of the
involved participants in this research as they struggled at the beginning of this study to identify
their real and main incidents. Nonetheless, instead of ignoring their problems or seeking direct
advice and following it passively, the majority of the pre-service teachers engaged actively with
knowledgeable people such as school teachers in fruitful discussions about their practice, trying
to understand their work as trainee teachers. What happened here for many of the participants was
that these social engagements, discussions and initial feedback formed the seeds of their own RJs,
in which they thought and wrote about the issues and considered repeatedly in order to devise a

future plan of action.

Moreover, according to their supervisors it was noticeable that the participants engaged actively
in thoughtful face-to-face interaction with one another, something that had not previously been
noticed by the supervisors during their work with other pre-service teachers at the education

college. In this case, Dr. Noor stated that she was surprised upon noticing that the participants
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were engaging enthusiastically in discussion regarding certain teaching issues when she visited

their school to supervise them:

I was surprised when | found the students engaging in a very serious
discussion about a certain teaching issue...where everyone was sharing their
opinions and trying to convince others with their thoughts... Throughout my
supervisory experience with my previous students | had not seen such
engagement in a discussion with that level of excitement...which means that
reflection helped and encouraged the students to interact with one another
effectively to discuss and overcome their common issues. (Dr. Noor)

In fact, in a study conducted by Bain et al. (1999) to enhance pre-service teachers’ reflection
with the use of journal writing, in practice both the dialogue and self-analysis journals had not
been written in isolation, as the pre-service teachers reported that they interacted with their

peers and supervisors while writing their journals.

Interacting with peers is considered vital for the development of reflective thinking among pre-
service teachers, a point associated with Vygotsky. As Yost, Sentner, and Forlenza-Bailey
(2000, p. 43) note:

Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development provides a sound basis for
providing preservice teachers with opportunities to work with competent
peers in order to maximize one’s growth.

Nonetheless, face-to-face social interaction between peers was not planned in this study but
emerged rather spontaneously as a result of engagement with reflective thinking, with the
participants mentioning that interacting with peers was helpful sometimes to understand some
of their complicated teaching issues when writing their RJs. In fact, in the current study, virtual
social interaction emerged within private WhatsApp groups (not in the official WhatsApp
groups for the three groups that | created myself, nor in writing comments on their individual
blogs). This could be because participants needed some privacy and space away from
knowledgeable people or experts to interact actively with one another. Indeed, privacy has been
found to be an important factor in certain cultures in student online interactive environments.
For example, Tu (2001) found that Chinese students were reluctant to engage in a public online
interactive environment on their distance learning course. Thus, when designing an online
environment to foster reflection among Eastern and Arab students, one should consider
providing them with a private online space to express their ideas without fear of judgement or

consequences, such as affecting their grades, or being embarrassed in front of others.
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On the other hand, one of the progressive aspects noticed among the participants was their
courage to admit to their weaknesses instead of hiding or ignoring them. Indeed, Dr. Afnan was
impressed with their level of openness when talking about their teaching issues and expressing
their thoughts:

I noticed that they were very explicit, and this was the advantage of openly
talking about themselves. Usually, when you ask students to write... they write
about the positive aspects and they do not mention the negative aspects of
their teaching. | mean, as Ruba said explicitly, she hates teaching. For me, it
was good to see this level of honesty among the students. (Dr. Afnan)

This was not the same orientation of the pre-service teachers in the informal phase, as one of
them, for example, stated that after her supervisor reminded her more than once about her
weaknesses and her negative feelings during the field experience, she decided to hide them
from her supervisor. This means that offering an appropriate milieu of forgetfulness and
forgiveness as the basis of the relationship between supervisors and pre-service teachers is
crucial when the later engage in reflection (Roberts, 1998; Fernsten and Fernsten, 2005; Hobbs,
2007). This would help trainee teachers to adopt to what Dewey (1933) named “open-
mindedness”, to somehow encourage them to take the first step in the process of reflection by
admitting their limitations as well as being open to alternative possibilities, understandings and

beliefs, with the aim of engaging in more thoughtful approaches to addressing their issue.

For Dewey, being “open-minded means not only being hospitable but also being playful not
clinging too tightly to our ideas but releasing the mind to lay over and around them” (Rodgers,
2002, p. 861). Thus, | would emphasise that, although the current participants come from a
culture where face-saving is crucial (Al-harthi, 2005), and where they rarely are exposed to the
experience of reflection and critical evaluation of their thoughts on learning and teaching, they
however were able to first admit weaknesses and issues openly, which is uncommon among
Saudi pre-service teachers, according to their supervisors’ perspectives. Furthermore, they
engaged in some thoughtful discussion to help them identify real incidents and decide on
solutions in their face-to-face interactions, within their online private WhatsApp groups. Thus,
I argue here that this contributes to the concept of “open-mindedness” of Dewey’s theory, as
this study shows that within Arab culture, which tends to avoid any embarrassment or criticism
of the self or others (Al-harthi, 2005), the majority of participants were able to some extent to
realise some of their previous thoughts or beliefs. In turn, this helped to widen their horizons
when considering other perspectives, evaluate other solutions, and be open to other thoughts,
instead of being closed and hiding mistakes and repeating them, consciously or not.
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Meanwhile, some authors such as Edwards and Thomas (2010) believe that teachers are always
reflective and there is no need to teach them how to reflect. However, the current findings do
not concur with this argument. As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the majority of
the participants were not aware of their role during the school placement and lacked a vision of
how to deal with their teaching issues. | thus argue that reflection should be taught
systematically (Ryan, 2013) to help trainee teachers to make their decisions during school

placements.

Indeed, it should be stated that a small number of pre-service teachers claimed that they
considered themselves reflective practitioners even before joining the study (Reema, Haifa and
Nourhan). Nevertheless, while this was true for some of the participants, who believed that they
would reflect unconsciously without necessarily being aware of the technical terminology,
these participants did acknowledge that somehow when consciously and systematically
reflecting on their practice they developed different orientations when dealing with their
incidents, which helped them to develop professionally during their school placement. For
example, Reema emphasised that she never thought that reading would benefit her during the
school placement; she thought that teaching was all about practical knowledge and so there was
no need to read. Yet her orientation was significantly transformed when she engaged in writing
her online RJs as she realised that reading is vital to answer some of the questions she has and
to solve some of her practical dilemmas. This suggests that she realised the importance of
linking theory with practice to reach a thoughtful understanding of her teaching, and that when
analysing her journals it was obvious that she was considering reading as a main resource when
addressing her teaching incidents, alongside other factors such as interacting with others. Haifa,
on the other hand, was convinced at the beginning of this research that she was already a
reflective practitioner and she obviously had to reflect unconsciously on her incidents even
without participating in this study and without writing in an RJ. She later admitted that writing
the RJ helped her to commit to her suggested solutions as she would forget about them if she
just thought about them without writing them down and evaluating each solution before
reaching a decision about the incidents. Furthermore, she was able to reach a deeper level of

reflective thinking when responding actively to the online feedback.

In this regard, Yost, Sentner and Forlenza-Bailey (2000, p. 46) emphasise the importance of
using “a combination of strategies ...to develop higher thinking skills in preservice teachers”.

This is because fostering reflective thinking in line with various strategies was crucial for
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trainee teachers who lacked the relevant experience in order to assist them to engage purposely

and thoughtfully with their situations with the aim of addressing them critically.

The second critical turning point that was noticed among the participants was the development
of a sense of moral and ethical consideration by the end of the semester in terms of teaching
students and dealing with students’ issues. Developing the need for an ethical consideration
involved a paradigm shift from complaining about students’ behaviour and low achievements
to taking responsibility for one’s role and actions and to concentrate on students’ learning. The
development of the sense of moral and ethical consideration was noticeable from the
participants’ stories and RJs when they wrote that they had become more aware of the diverse
needs and different circumstances of their students, factors which could hinder or promote their

ability to learn effectively.

In this regard, some scholars believe that in order to reach a critical level of reflection one
should discuss and consider the moral and ethical dimension of reflection. This is what Zeichner
and Liston (1996), named reflection from social reconstructionist orientation, in which one
questions his beliefs and values and has to examine the social and political context within his
work. However, other scholars (see, inter alia, Bain, Ballantyne, et al., 2002; LaBoskey, 1994),
believe that the foci of reflection should be on the individuals’ incidents, which would lead
automatically in time to consideration of the ethical and moral issues. The latter position was
adopted in the current study, and a sense of ethical consideration emerged gradually during the
study, which was noticed more clearly in the participants’ stories in the second and third

interviews of the study.

Haifa, for example, became more considerate of the students in terms of contemplating and

supporting their different individual learning needs based on their unique circumstances:

| became more caring about the students. Now, | search for how to improve
their ability and their growth. | focus more on the methods and approaches
that would make them better. For example, a student in grade two was moved
suddenly from an international school to our school and could not read or
write in Arabic. She could not even recognise the Arabic alphabet. When |
asked her to read any letter, she took some time to remember it. Thus, it was
problematic for me in terms of how to assess this student, because her mother
tongue was English not Arabic. | have now started to give her more support
by giving her [in the activity class] some activities to encourage her to learn
the Arabic alphabet. | brought her an alphabet book and let her practice
pronouncing the sound of these letters while writing them. Thus, recently |
feel she is improving, although she still needs more time. Indeed, the student’s
cognitive ability is perfect...but her inability to read and write hinders her
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progress, even in other subjects. She cannot answer the questions in other
subjects because she cannot understand the Arabic language. It is like giving
an Arabic student a test written in English. (Haifa, 2)

From this narrative, Haifa probably became more aware of the importance of considering and
digging deeper to understand the underlying reasons that could affect a student’s ability to learn
effectively by considering the other aspects of each situation in order to reach an appropriate
solution. Thus, Haifa made her decision to afford some help for the student to improve her
Arabic language. Thinking intellectually when making daily teaching decisions would
encourage more ethical teachers’ decisions. This is because one gives these issues some time
and thoughtful consideration instead of rushing to implement the easy and unthoughtful
solution. In this regard, Rodgers and Laboskey (2016, p. 73,74), following Dewey, stated that,
“educative experiences were those that led to essentially moral outcomes” and thereby one

should consider the various learning capacity among their pupils.

In fact, many researchers (e.g. Colnerud, 1997; Buzzelli and Johnston, 2001) have suggested
engaging with reflective thinking in order to achieve more ethical and moral outcomes in the
field of teaching. Indeed, while Buzzelli and Johnston (2001) believe that, by its very nature,
the practice of teaching implies the use of moral actions, they also suggested that engaging with
continual reflective thinking is crucial to re-evaluating how authority functions in the
classroom, which once again shows the importance of engaging with reflection while dealing

with the complexity and changeable nature of teaching in order to reach moral outcomes.

Nourhan, on the other hand, noticed that engaging with reflection is crucial within professional
members in order to consider other aspects of teaching and to learn how to improve the students,

both personally and academically:

Teaching is not just about giving certain information to the students...
Teaching involves improving the students from different perspectives. If each
teacher practices some reflection and searches for thoughtful solutions to
their issues...I think we may contribute to creating a different generation.
(Nourhan, 2)

Nourhan’s view of the purpose of education is associated with what Dewey (cited in Rodgers,
2002, p. 845) claimed to be the purpose of education, namely “the intellectual moral and

emotional growth of individual and, consequently, the evaluation of a democratic society”.

277



It needs also to be stated that the findings of the current study reveal that engaging with
reflective thinking seems to have fostered a commitment to autonomous lifelong learning on
behalf of a number of the participants. Reema, for example, contacted me approximately six
months after completing the study and informed me that she was still adopting reflection as a
way to address her teaching incidents. She also asked for more materials to conduct a workshop
on reflection in her school. She stated that she wants to spread the idea of reflection within
teachers to help them learn from the theoretical and practical aspects of their teaching by
reading, discussing and addressing their incidents intellectually. She also noted that she strongly
believed in the importance of engaging with reflective thinking as it had helped her to change
her orientation as a teacher and to improve her awareness of her own thoughts and actions as a
teacher. Thus, and according to Little (2006), taking responsibility for one’s own learning
should be considered a first step towards fostering autonomy. In this regard, Little (2006, p. 1)
stated that, “developing the ability to take charge of our own learning [begins] when we accept
full responsibility for the learning process, acknowledging that success in learning depends
crucially on ourselves rather than on other people”. This is supported by Korthagen and
Wubbels (1995) who found that in any case, pre-service teachers who are more naturally
reflective are more independent in their learning irrespective of supportive guidance from their

tutors.

Therefore, | argue here that Saudi Arabian education policy should start to consider co-
reflection and fostering reflective thinking via the use of technology as an essential part of the
teacher education curriculum. This would help the new generation of Saudi teachers to think
purposely, thoughtfully and systematically about their teaching practice, which would, in turn,
help them to develop professionally and personally. This would also help to spread the idea of
the reflection approach among other school teachers, which potentially would contribute to
improving certain aspects of the wider Saudi Arabian education system by encouraging teachers
to learn from their practice to improve the situation instead of complaining or acting passively

when faced with challenging teaching and practical issues.

5.5 A practical framework for the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences during their
journey of engaging with reflective thinking

The practical framework visualised in Figure 5.3 explains the main combination of factors that
helped to promote these Saudi pre-service teachers’ reflection in a flexible, supportive and

secure atmosphere. This led to the timescale of the main turning points and progression of the
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Saudi pre-service teachers during their journey of engaging in reflective thinking. The figure
contributes to practical knowledge within the field of teacher education, particularly in Arab
countries where reflection seems uncommon within learning and teaching. The framework
combines the Bain model with the components of reflective thinking, social interaction,
engaging with reading (particularly from practical books), the innovative use of technology
with the main blog as a source of various materials. Explanation was employed when using
their individual blogs to represent their thoughts, share their RJs, and develop their RJs after
receiving feedback. All of this led to progression and critical turning points related to these pre-
service teachers’ experiences, and these are represented in a timescale of their journey of
engaging in reflective thinking. The timescale highlights the main turning points of the
affordance, impediments, attitudes, and facilitating factors during the three phases of the current

research (the informal phase, and the first and second phases of action research).
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Figure 5.3: A practical framework for the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences during their
journey of engaging with reflective thinking
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From the above diagram, it can be seen that within the informal phase there was a basic lack of
understanding of the meaning of reflection and how to reflect, and this was associated with
negative feelings towards reflection. One possible explanation for these negative feelings
among the participants is conflict with the nature of assessment. This is because reflection is
associated with revealing one’s weaknesses, whereas the nature of assessment can disguise
weaknesses. Thus, providing students with a secure atmosphere is crucial when asking them to
reflect on their practice. Moreover, writing RJs on paper was not attractive or appealing for the
pre-service teachers during the informal phase of this study. Some changes were noticed in the
first action research phase; at a very early stage of the semester, passiveness among the pre-
service teachers was apparent as they thought that in order to learn how to teach they have to
learn through trial and error. The majority thought that ready solutions for any teaching incident
could be found by counselling the class teachers. This way of thinking changed significantly
when they understood their role better. They began to actively engage with learning how to
teach effectively by stopping and thinking about their practice, analysing their situation, sharing
their thoughts, and reading to understand their work as trainee teachers. Conflicting feelings
were noticed among the participants, regarding both enthusiasm and hesitation towards
reflection (for greater detail see Section 4.2.3). The main impediment factors were the lack of
writing skills for some participants, and all participants had difficulties identifying their main
incidents during this phase. However, engaging with the online scaffolding tools, online
feedback, co-reflecting with their supervisors and class teachers and reading helped the majority
to develop their level of reflection and overcome many of their difficulties. During the second
phase of the action research, many of these pre-service teachers were able to identify their main
issues independently, but they could not reflect at a high level of reflection on all of their
journals, as their level varied (see Section 4.1.2 for more detail) depending on their ability to
reflect and the complexity of the issues (related to the Saudi education system). The main
facilitating factors were the online feedback they received, face-to-face interaction with peers
and professionals, and reading. Gradually, positive and proud feelings were noticed among the
participants as they became satisfied with their experience of writing their own RJs during the
second phase of the study. The main critical change points that appeared in this phase were the
development of a sense of moral and ethical consideration when dealing with their students
after carefully analysing their teaching incidents and understanding various aspects and

alternative reasonings for the issues which arose.
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Chapter6: Conclusion

6.1 Introduction
This chapter brings the study to a conclusion, recapping the context, and the methodology,
before summarising the main findings. It will then outline the contribution the study makes to

knowledge in the field, before closing with a number of suggestions for further related research.

This study revealed that fostering reflective thinking within Saudi pre-service teachers has the
potential to shift their thinking from one that relies on others’ advice and takes it as a guaranteed
solution, to actively taking responsibility for their own learning and thinking critically about
the incidents they face in their careers. However, fostering reflection in a country where the
prevailing education system is the transmissive style of teaching (i.e. it is unsupportive of
developing metacognitive skills and reflective thinking is an uncommon way of learning)
makes engaging with reflective thinking more challenging for Saudi pre-service teachers.
Therefore, acknowledging the complexity of Saudi Arabia’s cultural context led me to adopt a
combined action research framework design with a narrative analysis to understand pre-service
teachers’ experiences through their stories. The findings of the research are drawn from the
study’s three phases: the informal phase, the first phase of the action research, and the second

phase of the action research.

Moreover, this study also revealed that the use of technology had a significant impact on the
majority of the participants, this means that there was a noticeable impact of the use of
technology in terms of the participants' level of reflection and their attitude towards engaging
with reflection. The use of the main blog, especially the two online infographics and the
embedded exemplars, helped the participants to understand the meaning of reflection, engage,
and start writing their online RJs. Furthermore, receiving online feedback from supervisors and
the researcher was crucial to improving and deepening these pre-service teachers’ reflective

thinking during this study.

It is also vital to highlight that this research found consistencies between the main objectives
that motivated the use of technology (blogs in this research) and some of the initial orientations
reported by the pre-service teachers in this study, such as expressing their thoughts, having their
voices heard by others, and seeking feedback when sharing their online RJs. The consistent
relationship between the main purposes of using technology in general and the initial
orientations reported by the participants seemed to motivate the participants to take part in this

study in the first place, and to continue reflecting actively during the study.
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6.2 Summary of main findings

This section explains the main findings by answering the five main research questions.

6.2.1 Saudi pre-service teachers’ levels of reflection

The findings of this study revealed that individual differences appeared among the participants.
Each pre-service teacher was varied in terms of abilities and learning habits (see Section 4.1.2.
for more detail). This should be taken into account when designing the learning environment to
support pre-service teachers to engage systematically with reflection once they are in the
programme by offering them optional and diverse support to deepen their reflection whenever
needed. Indeed, in this research, the participants were classified into four groups according to
their level of reflection and their various needs for support to influence their reflection (see
Figure 4.1). In this regard, the first group were able to reflect on the highest two components
of the Bain model of reflection, namely reasoning and reconstructing, in the majority of their
online journals before receiving any online support. The second group were able to write on the
reasoning component in the majority of their online journals before receiving online feedback
but needed continuous online support to improve some of their RJs. The third group usually
wrote on the relating component in many of their online journals before receiving the online
feedback, which then improved some of their journals. However, they sometimes seemed to
need more support than what was offered online, as they struggled more than the other groups
to write thoughtfully about some of their incidents. The fourth group did not respond actively
to the online feedback and could not manage to improve any of their journals, but the one who
chose to continue participating in this study managed to write only in her last journal on the

reasoning component.

With regard to this research question, especially for the fourth group who did not respond
actively to the online feedback, and could not deepen all of their RJs as many of them had
withdrawn from the study, another aspect arose which is crucial and needs to be considered on
teacher education programmes. This is establishing valid criteria for choosing the appropriate
candidate for entering a teacher education programme in terms of both their cognitive abilities
and other selection criteria related to non-cognitive attributes (i.e. personal skills), and would

in all likelihood serve to improve the current Saudi Arabian educational system.

At the same time, it has to be mentioned that reasoning was reached more commonly by the

majority of participants, and when they reached the reconstructing component, considered the
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highest level of reflection, they often wrote at its first level. This could be explained as the result
of the various factors associated with the unique nature of the Saudi Arabian educational
system, such as time constraints, being overwhelmed by multilabel duties, and other contextual
issues, all of which may contribute to hindering students’ ability to reflect in more depth on

their practice (this is discussed in greater detail in Section 5.2.2).

6.2.2 Saudi pre-service teachers’ attitudes and orientations towards using reflective journals
as a method of learning

Pre-service teachers’ experiences of reflective thinking and their attitude towards it were
diverse and changeable depending on the phase of the study. In the informal phase, in which
the pre-service teachers were requested to write a weekly compulsory paper-based reflection, a
number of negative feelings were noticed. This could be attributable to numerous reasons, but
one of the significant factors that would explain this negativity was their lack of understanding
of the meaning of reflection and how to reflect on one’s practice. Furthermore, the conflict
between the assessment and reflection requirements could also explain their negative feelings
because engaging with reflection includes revealing one’s weaknesses, considered an integral
property of reflection, while assessment usually leads to people disguising their weaknesses

(see section 5.1 for further explanation).

At the beginning of the first research phase, conflicting feelings of both hesitation and
enthusiasm towards reflection was evident among the participants. The feeling of hesitation
could be attributed to self-doubt about whether they would even be able to reflect on their
practice or not as engaging with such an activity was not common within the Saudi Arabian
context. The feeling of enthusiasm, on the other hand, appeared as a result of being shocked by
the reality of teaching as many of the participants swiftly realised that it was not easy to apply
their theoretical knowledge in practice. Indeed, two main orientations found among the
participants led them to participate in this study. The first orientation was one whereby the
participants considered reflecting as a sort of ‘self-assessment’, the aim of which is self-
development. Here, the participants assumed that engaging with reflection would help them to
make decisions and to feel confident about them, allowing them to grow professionally. A
number of them went further and considered reflection as lifelong learning. The second
orientation, found among a smaller number of participants, was to see reflection not just through
the lens of self-development but also as a space for their voices to be heard by others
(particularly by the relevant authorities, given that they were in effect questioning the policies

and the structures set and imposed by the Saudi Arabian MOE and were positively hoping to
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contribute to improving the educational system). As the second phase was entered, the
participants’ emotions gradually turned more positive as they started to feel satisfied with their

experiences when engaging with reflective thinking (see section 5.1 for more detail).

6.2.3 The impedimentary and disincentive factors for using electronic reflective journals as
a method of learning

Two dimensions of challenges appeared to hinder the participants from engaging thoughtfully
and actively with reflective thinking. The first is related to the use of technology as a means of
fostering reflection, and the second is related to the unique nature of the Saudi Arabian
education system (see Figure 5.1). Regarding the impediment factors related to the use of
technology, the findings of this study indicate that there was a certain amount of participant
resistance to commenting on or challenging each other in the blogs, or even through the official
WhatsApp groups set up by the researcher at the beginning of the study. When they did
comment, their messages were praising and complimentary, which obviously was not beneficial
in terms of influencing each other’s reflection. This could be explained as a result of a number
of factors: there were ample opportunities for face-to-face interaction in their placement
schools; the nature of blogging as one of limited interactivity, with the literature reporting that
the relationship between the blogger and the audience is greatly asymmetrical (Nardi, Schiano
and Gumbrecht, 2004); and attempting to ‘save face’ by not challenging each other in public, a

characteristic of Saudi Arabian culture (see Section 5.2.1 for more explanation).

The second dimension of the challenges is related to the unique nature of the Saudi Arabian
education system, demonstrated at two levels. The first level focuses on the general challenges
related to the Saudi Arabian education system, including the lack of support for the
development of metacognitive skills, the consequences of the rapid and inconsistent changes
within Saudi Arabia’s education system and the absence of reflection in most of the university
studies and school studies, all of which act as personal disincentives and could explain why the
participants struggled at the beginning of the study when engaging with reflection for the first
time. For example, they found it difficult to identify their main incidents clearly, while some
were inflexible in terms of considering other aspects of the issues they were facing (they were
accustomed to relying on the ‘telling model’ and the traditional way of teaching whereby they
expect to be told exactly what do in specific circumstances). Moreover, speculating on the
future and thinking about different circumstances appeared to be beyond their ability and some

of them experienced difficulties in terms of their writing skills, particularly at the beginning of
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the study. The consequences of the rapid and inconsistent changes in the Saudi Arabian
education system could explain why some of the pre-service teachers struggled to move beyond
the Relating component of the Bain model, as some of the teaching issues could not be tackled
through the efforts of individual educators or even individual teachers’ schools alone and

require state-level solutions (discussed in more detail in section 5.2.2).

The second level of challenges revolved around the school context (i.e. during their
placements). The participants reported that they were overwhelmed with multiple duties and
other administrative matters early on in their placements. This environment hindered their
ability to focus on their RJs as writing the journals requires time and a space for concentrating.
Furthermore, some of the participants experienced a lack of support from class teachers, who
were reluctant even to give relevant information and treated the pre-service teachers as regular
teachers instead of trainees who needed support during their school placements. A lack of
support came as well occasionally from some of the university tutors, with one of the three
groups reporting that they preferred not to engage with their supervisor in a discussion as she

seemed very busy and did not appear to have time for discussing their matters.

6.2.4 The affordances and facilitatory factors for using electronic reflective journals as a
method of learning

The findings of the current research emphasise the importance of having a clear vision and
reaching an agreement about the meaning of reflection and how to reflect, both for educational
teachers and pre-service teachers. According to the pre-service teachers, the use of the main
blog and the embedded online scaffolding resources, including infographics, exemplars and
other resources, proved vital for illustrating and promoting reflection, particularly in the first
phase of the study. Furthermore, reading from books based on practical knowledge was found
to be important as it widened the participants’ horizons when it came to having to make
practice-related decisions. However, not all of them displayed a positive attitude towards
reading. Another factor that appeared to help the participants during their reflective journey
was receiving online feedback from both their supervisors and the researcher which motivated
the participants to compile and improve their RJs as it encouraged them to think more deeply
about the issues they were facing. On the other hand, the online feedback received from
experienced teachers, in general, did not appear to influence the participants’ thinking as it was
more in the form of a list of advice, but that feedback did have a positive emotional effect on
them (see Section 5.3.4 for more detail).
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In this study, individual differences and the participants’ varying needs for support were
recognised (see Section 5.3.5 for more details), and thereby one should consider providing pre-
service teachers with a combination of support measures, including online scaffolding tools,
online feedback, and some form of co-reflection to facilitate their own reflection during their
field experiences. However, despite the individual differences that were observed among the
participants, it can be stated that in general engaging with reflection would have a significant
impact on Saudi Arabian pre-service teachers. The ones involved in this study were able to
transform how they thought about their roles as teachers during a school placement, from
passively waiting for direct help from others to engaging actively with their learning to evolve
professionally. It is also crucial to mention that although the current participants come from a
culture where face-saving is an integral cultural characteristic, they were able to progress in
their ability to be open-minded about themselves and others, as they first were able to explicitly
acknowledge their own weaknesses before moving on to engaging in fruitful discussion with
others to reach their decisions instead of concealing their opinions and ignoring the vital role

that their own volition plays in actively addressing the incidents they were facing.

Furthermore, a second critical point noticed among the participants was the gradual
development of a sense of ethical and moral consideration by the end of their field experience
in terms of teaching their students and dealing with students’ incidents. Moreover, engaging
with reflection fostered a commitment to autonomous lifelong learning among some
participants as they stated that they had continued reflecting on their roles after they had been

recruited as full-time teachers (discussed in greater detail in section 5.4).

Finally, a practical framework for understanding Saudi Arabian pre-service teachers’
experiences during their journey of engaging with reflective thinking was devised (see Section
5.5 for more details). This framework presents how critical turning points were discussed
regarding the main affordances of engaging in reflection from the perspective of pre-service
teachers and associated attitudes that arose during their school placements. Furthermore, the
framework outlined the numerous factors that supported the participants during their reflective
journey while at the same time it highlighted the main impediments that hindered the

participants from reflecting on their practice.

This research demonstrates that encouraging pre-service teachers to engage with reflection is

important during their work placements. Although many obstacles arose as a result of the
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unique context of the Saudi education system, including the lack of metacognitive skills, the
majority of the participants in this study were able to write at the two highest levels of reflection
in many of their journals. The participants were able to take responsibility for their actions, and
shift their role to actively engage with their learning and teaching. This transformation is in
support of Saudi Vision 2030, which emphasises the importance of being responsible citizens

to present “the ambitious nation”.

This research shows that despite the lack of support for metacognitive skills in Saudi Arabia,
visualising and modelling reflection concepts seem to help and encourage student teachers to
take their first steps within their reflective journey. Visualising, translating and modelling the
process of reflection made its meaning more understandable and meaningful for the
participants. This research also demonstrates that providing participants with an attractive
environment when using technology with all the facilitating factors such as receiving expert
feedback and online scaffolding with embedded materials, motivated them to engage in
reflection and to consider their issues more carefully. Furthermore, this research emphasises
the importance of providing pre-service teachers with a secure atmosphere of “forgiving and
forgetting” in which they can admit their weaknesses and discuss their issues without any fear
of being judged by others or suffering consequences such as losing grades. This is represented
by the supervisors’ role during this study as they encouraged the pre-service teachers to express
their opinions openly when discussing their issues in a very supportive and friendly

environment.

6.2.5 The educational supervisors’ perspectives on the use of electronic reflective journals as
a method of learning

The supervisors acknowledged a noticeable progression in the pre-service teachers’ reflective
thinking and an increase in their level of willingness and ability to discuss their issues openly
and in some depth during this study, especially when using technology to facilitate participants’
level of reflection. This was in comparison to their experience in previous years when asking
other pre-service teachers to reflect on paper. Indeed, the supervisors were surprised by the
level of honesty and openness that appeared among the current participants when expressing

their thoughts and ideas, something the other students in the previous year had not achieved.

The supervisors believed that the technology of the main blog embedded with materials and the
use of individual blogs was beneficial and motivating for the current participants. In this regard,

the supervisors noticed that the Bain model infographic and examples in the main blog
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specifically helped the current participants to understand the meaning of reflection.
Furthermore, providing the participants with the online feedback helped to improve many of

their RJs when they responded actively to the online feedback.

The educational supervisors also highlighted certain factors that should be considered when
implementing reflection as a method of learning. For example, they found that the personal
characteristics of the participants in terms of their willingness to learn were a crucial factor,
given that the current participants had voluntarily participated in this PhD research project,
thereby demonstrating a pre-disposition towards learning and teaching (a crucial factor for
engaging in reflective thinking) which might not be so in all cases. Furthermore, the supervisors
identified a feeling of belonging to a cordial and supportive group was vital for the participating
pre-service teachers as it was noticed that this environment encouraged them to continue

reflecting on their practice.

6.3 Contribution to knowledge

This is the first study that has had the dual aims of adopting technology in order to foster and
promote reflective thinking within Saudi Arabia’s teacher education programme. No similar
study had been reported in the relevant literature. The study thus contributes original work to
the relevant body of knowledge by exploring Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences during
their journey of engaging with reflective thinking with the use of technology (see Figure 5.3).
This research points the way for more research on reflective thinking and the use of technology

to foster pre-service teachers’ reflection in the Saudi Arabian context.

This research is thus significant in that it reveals a novel understanding of teacher education in
a rarely studied context (i.e. the KSA), adding to the practical knowledge within the relevant
field on a specific context that requires further exploration at all levels of the teacher education
curriculum. The practical framework of the Saudi pre-service teachers’ experiences of engaging
with reflective thinking (illustrated in Figure 5.3 and explained in detail in section 5.5)
explained the main factors that helped the participants to reflect during their school placement.
Furthermore, it highlighted two critical turning points that were noticed as significant markers
during this reflective journey. The first of these was how they understood their role to actively
engage with their teaching and learning in the first research phase. The second turning point
was how they developed a sense of moral and ethical consideration when dealing with students
by evaluating the students’ situation carefully to understand different facets of the incidents

they encountered. Indeed, the practical framework summarises the key points of the
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participants’ experiences when reflecting on their practice via the use of technology by
highlighting the main affordances that helped them to reflect, the impediments that hindered
their ability to reflect, their attitude to reflection and, finally, the critical turning points during
the research. In sum, this research emphasises the importance of reconsidering the Saudi
Arabian teacher education curriculum as it suggests an approach to how technology can be used
to enhance reflective thinking as a step towards curriculum reform in pre-service teacher

education (an entirely new paradigm for teacher development in Saudi Arabia).

This research contributes methodological insights that could be integrated into future study
within the field of reflection. A combined action research framework design with narrative
analysis was adopted, and thus the report of this qualitative action research was not derived
from the researcher’s stories alone but rather from the participants’ active engagement in telling
their stories, generating rich insights into comprehending pre-service teachers’ experiences
when they reflect on their practice via the use of technology. The reason behind combining the
narrative within the qualitative action research framework was the complexities and
peculiarities of the current situation within the Saudi Arabian teacher education programme,
given the fact that reflection is not a common practice in teaching and learning and pre-service
teachers had not been exposed to requirements that encourage them to stop and think about
their experiences. Acknowledging the complexity of the Saudi Arabian cultural context and the
current education system (see Section 5.2.2 for more detail) led me to adopt the narrative, not
only as an analytical framework but also as an approach that encourages participants to tell their
stories (Bryman, 2016). This was achieved by adopting in-depth interviews (see Section 3.9.1),
in which the questions stimulated the participants to recount their stories. Interviewing pre-
service teachers in three stages (beginning, middle and end of the study) was crucial to garner
in-depth insights about their experiences when hearing and interacting with their stories (for
more detail see Section 3.4.3), as understanding the participants’ experience cannot be achieved
by applying action research alone. Indeed, the ongoing thematic narrative analysis
(Polkinghorne, 1995) that aims to recognise the common themes of several stories of the three
stages of the interviews of the 12 participants generated rich and thoughtful insights into how
they engage in their own unique ways with the experience of reflection and how each one
changed over the course of the study. Furthermore, the combination of action and narrative
gave the participants a voice to contribute to planning the second phase of this study when they

reflected on their experiences of writing their first journal (see Section 3.7.2 for more detail).
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Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge this is the first study that has adopted infographics
as visual support to explain the meaning of reflection. The two infographics were embedded in
the main blog as scaffolding tools, one relating to Bain’s 5Rs model and the second to reflective
writing (Ryan, 2011). The two infographics were designed in a simple way as they include a
number of emojis, hints and prompt questions (see Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.7). According to the
participants, the two infographics helped them to understand the meaning of reflection and how
to reflect on their practice during the first phase of the research. Using infographics to visualise
and clarify the meaning of reflection opens the door for other innovative technological methods
to facilitate the first steps of reflective thinking by clarifying the meaning of the concept,

especially for those teachers who had not come across the concept of reflection beforehand.

It is also important to articulate that this research makes a contribution to the relevant body of
knowledge by identifying four types of learner based on their ability to reflect and the various
support requirements they need to help them reflect on their practices (see Section 5.3.5 for
further explanation of the four groups of learners). The relevant literature on reflection within
the use of blogs highlights two types of participant: reluctant bloggers who often write at a
descriptive level and do not improve their level of reflection, and frequent bloggers who
gradually begin to progress to writing at a critical level (Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin, 2009;
Boulton and Hramiak, 2012). Indeed, based on this study’s findings, it is crucial to provide
trainee teachers with a combination of support, including technological and co-reflection
support, so as to meet their varied and diverse needs. This would in all likelihood aid the

majority of pre-service teachers to reach their potential and to evolve as teachers.

This research also demonstrates that the links between the main objectives that motivated
individuals to use technology in general (blogs, in this research) and a number of associated
initial orientations reported by the majority of the participants may be consistent, which could
foster the participants’ learning and engagement. For example, this research found that the
instinctive orientation of a number of the participants was to express their thoughts to benefit
others, airing their voice to share their opinions with others and seek feedback from others.
These were found to be the basic motivational factors reported by the bloggers (seeking
audience feedback, airing one’s voice, and sharing ideas) in the relevant literature, and they
seem to encourage the participants in the present study to engage with reflection actively. Thus,
considering the main objectives that motivated people when using certain technology in general
with the participants’ own orientations points the way to a novel understanding of how

researchers might enhance the use of technology to foster learning.
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On the other hand, it was also noticed that the participants were resistant to interacting with or
challenging each other via their blogs or via the official WhatsApp group (see Section 5.2.1 for
more detail). These findings could remind scholars in this field of the need to consider cultural
aspects when designing a virtual environment to foster reflection. For example, as this study
makes clear and stresses throughout, requesting pre-service teachers to challenge each other
openly is considered inappropriate within an Arab cultural context. One could thus consider
providing them with a private online environment and the necessary space to learn and to
engage with discussion, as well as providing them with the continued online feedback and help

they require to develop their potential for deeper reflection.

However, notably, this finding also proves that although the participants were resistant to
challenging each other in public via their blogs or via the official WhatsApp group, they were
able to express their ideas and thoughts as well as to acknowledge their mistakes explicitly after
engaging with reflective thinking. This was a significant step towards being open about one’s
beliefs and thoughts and, critically, airing them when they were convinced that this is a
fundamental part of comprehending their situation and thus to developing as trainee teachers.
This observation concurs with Dewey’s theory of reflection, in which open-mindedness is
considered a crucial attribute to engaging with reflection. This is because the study found that
although the participants come from a culture where face-saving is considered important, they
were nevertheless able, after acknowledging their weaknesses and their need to develop, to
express their thoughts openly with others and learn how to consider other opinions and to
consider how they will react in the future when faced with similar issues. Indeed, the
participants tended to openly interact with their peers (via their private online WhatsApp group
or when interacting face-to-face in their school placement), with their supervisors (by
responding to the online feedback and in face-to-face discussions; human interaction is
discussed in more detail in Section 5.3.4), or even when reading the relevant literature. All of

this helped them to widen their horizons when addressing their issues.

The findings of this research highlight a number of challenges related to the Saudi Arabian
education system on two levels: general challenges and challenges concerning the context of
Saudi Arabian schools and how these factors hinder pre-service teachers’ ability to reflect (see
Figure 5.1). Although the majority of these challenges are mentioned in the relevant literature,
these studies (except Alrumaih, 2016) are not related to reflective thinking and thus do not
discuss the relation between these challenging factors and how they affect pre-service teachers’
reflective thinking. Therefore, this study makes a novel contribution to the field by discussing

how these factors affected the participants’ reflective thinking, insights which could help the
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relevant decision-makers when planning teacher education programmes. For example, adopting
the narrative approach allowed this research to garner in-depth data to illustrate that the
participants were occasionally overwhelmed by irrelevant teaching and/or administrative tasks
which threatened to hinder their ability to focus on their learning and teaching (see Section
5.2.2). Furthermore, this research’s analysis reveals that engaging with their learning and
teaching thoughtfully and actively by reflecting on their practice requires that pre-service
teachers have the requisite time and fresh minds to focus on their learning. Thus, policymakers
should reconsider the situation in the schools and should endeavour to devise policies that
ensure trainee teachers are treated as fellow teachers who need support, rather than being

overburdened with meaningless tasks that are not central to their posting.

It is also important to highlight how in the relevant literature students in the Arab world find it
particularly difficult to reflect in English (Hourani, 2013), but the current participants were
asked to write online RJs in Arabic; nevertheless, some participants still had difficulties writing
their RJs (see Section 4.3.2 for more detail). In fact, the literature has highlighted that Arab
students can have difficulties when writing in general in both Arabic and English language,
such as a lack of coherence, cohesion, and paragraph unity (Khuwaileh and Al Shoumali, 2000).
However, to the best of the researcher’s knowledge, none of these studies have discussed
students’ difficulties when writing in their native language (Arabic) when they reflect on their
practice within a teacher education programme. This study therefore adds to the literature by
highlighting issues raised by some of the participants regarding their writing on self-reflection
in their native language, and how they overcame these difficulties (see Section 4.3.2 for more
detail).

All of these factors led to contradictory emotions — of both hesitation and enthusiasm — in the
first phase of this study, emotions which turned into more positive feelings as the study
progressed into the second phase. No studies in the relevant literature have reported a sense of
pride among their participants when reflecting on their practice within teacher education. In
this study, the participants gradually recognised a need to engage with reflection after being
shocked by the reality of teaching at a very early stage, and they soon displayed enthusiasm to
do so. However, this positive attitude was hesitant and apprehensive as the participants grappled
with the concept of reflecting. The apprehension gradually dissolved as it became clear that the
environment within which the participants would be expressing their viewpoints was secure
and cordial, allowing them to note down and then air their thoughts and share them with others

(see Section 5.1 for more detail). Therefore, understanding and considering the relevant factors
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that could either aid or hinder participants within a specific context is crucial when designing a

learning environment.

Finally, this study revealed that some pre-service teachers, especially those who withdrew from
the study at an early stage, were not fully committed from the beginning to work as teachers
and had attended an educational college merely to gain the certificate. This raises very
significant questions for policymakers in Saudi Arabia about which methods might be
considered to select future teachers as there is currently no policy for recruitment. Although
there have been certain policy changes regarding stipulating professional licences and placing
teachers in different levels based on certain criteria, nothing is mentioned regarding how to
choose those teachers in the first place, for both the teaching training programme or when they
are subsequently chosen to work as teachers in a school. This research argues that an initial
attitude inclined to teaching and the basic soft skills are crucial for working as an effective
teacher. Such selection criteria would provide a solid basis for the recruitment of trainee
teachers and future teachers, especially when knowing that there are a large number of people
applying for teaching each year as the teaching profession is increasingly seen as a desirable

career option in Saudi Arabia.

6.4 Overall limitation of the study

Although a detailed consideration of the study’s limitations has been presented in the
methodology and research design chapter (see Section 3.12), it is important to reiterate the main
areas of limitations of this study. Briefly, the first main limitation of this study is the small size
of the sample of having only 12 pre-service teachers and their three supervisors. The second
limitation is the specific cultural context of this study in terms of the lack of support of
metacognitive skills and the inconsistent changes within the Saudi education system which
make engaging with reflection challenging and resulted sometimes in difficulties in tackling
some of the participants’ incidents. However, this research provides detailed and in-depth data
through the use of narrative as a research method to collect data and as an analytical framework
to analyse participants’ stories to understand their experiences and to understand the complexity
of the current Saudi context and how these challenges could be overcome. Indeed, this research
has richly representational qualities that are transferable to other countries and curriculum
contexts within teacher education, particularly those who have similar circumstances of being

unfamiliar with metacognitive activities.
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6.5 Possibilities for further research

This study was limited to three months as it took place during a school placement (which, in
Saudi Arabia, lasts for three months). It was immediately noticeable that the participants were
overwhelmed by an array of teaching/administrative duties and exposed to new experiences
such as reflecting and dealing with the complexity of teaching. Consequently, it could be
possible to replicate the study over a longer time frame, whereby given the current teacher
education programme stipulation in the Saudi Arabian context, reflective thinking might be
fostered in the early stages of the participants’ studies. One possible approach to doing this, for
example, would be to design or record short videos of real teaching practice and include some
of the most common teaching and learning issues and then ask the participants to engage in
discussion regarding them, before finally reflecting on them. This means that a study of six
months could be conducted in two stages, the first stage for reflecting on videos of real teaching
practice, and the second stage for reflecting on their teaching practice during the school

placement.

It is also possible to replicate the same study to foster reflection within teachers instead of pre-
service teachers to help them understand their work as a teacher. This would help to improve
the education system in the Saudi context. The other social media could be used to enhance
reflective thinking, particularly using online tools which are currently popular in Saudi Arabia,
such as, for example, Twitter. Thus, considering the use of Twitter as a means of reflection
could be beneficial in terms of allowing the teachers to share their tweets with knowledgeable
people, which could help them to engage in fruitful discussion. Direct private messages may

also be considered when interacting with others via the use of Twitter.

Other possible avenues for future research would be to replicate this study with a larger sample,
to deploy a mixed methods research design, and to include pre-service teachers from different
subjects. Such studies would generate more insights into pre-service teachers’ experience from
different angles, although they would in all likelihood need to be conducted by more than one

researcher so as to involve and understand the participants’ experiences more thoughtfully.
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Appendix B
Practicum programme description
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Appendix C

Pre-service teachers’ interviews (English version)

Personal

information

QUESTIONS

Student’s field

Student’s age

Student’s GPA

Student’s
epistemology

- Do you think that there is a ‘right’ solution to any problem you may face?
(For instance, when you face a problem of difficulty to motivate students in
your class do you think that there is one specific answer to motivate your
students)?

- When you face a teaching or learning issue, how do you think you will solve
it?

- Do you trust all authors?

- Who do you trust to help you solve problems in your teaching?

Student’s teaching
and
attitude

learning

- Do you like to be a teacher?
- Why did you choose to be a teacher?
- What does teaching mean to you?
Questions regarding some learning and teaching attitudes (emphasised by Dewey)

Open-mindedness

- Do you like to try new methods in learning or teaching practice?
- Do you like considering new ideas when analysing teaching problems or
when trying to solve them in new ways?
- Are you willing to change your teaching practices or thought when you feel
convinced of other ideas or other perspectives?
Whole-heartedness to reflection

Are you enthusiastic to reflect on your teaching practice?
By identifying your incidents and trying to address them and by evaluating
the solutions to improve your teaching practice.

Curiosity

- Do you usually like to discover new things regarding your teaching practice?
Or about your learning and professional development in general?

Student’s
technology

experience

- Do you have a personal blog?

- Do you have an account on any other social media? List them, please?

- How much time do you spend on social media a day?

- Do you use technology to learn about teaching for professional development?
Or for learning in general? If yes, how?

- Do you read teachers’ blogs? If yes, could you please provide me with some

examples?
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Interview questions (first phase)

Research

question

Interview questions

The meaning and
benefits from
reflection

- Have you heard before about reflective practice? Where and from
whom have you heard about it?

- Tell me what do you think is the purpose of reflective practice?

- Tell me about your initial expectations of reflective practice?

- Could you please tell me if you expect that there will be any benefits
of reflective thinking?

- Tell me about your expectations of the impact of reflective practice
on your teaching practice?

Reflective
practice and your

feelings

- Can you describe your feelings when you heard about this project
(reflective practice)?

- How do you feel regarding criticising yourself or your practice?

- Do you welcome hearing criticism by others (peers, teachers,
supervisor)?

Facilitators and
impedimentary

factors for

- What do you expect are the facilitatory factors that would help with
your reflection on your practice?

- Tell me about other factors that you think would help you to think
deeply when reflecting on your practice?

reflection - How do you think these factors will help you in your reflection?
- What impedimentary factors do you expect to face when reflecting on
your practice?
- How do you think you will overcome them?
Technical - Canyou tell me about your expectations of using electronic reflective

challenges and
opportunities
when using
electronic

reflection

journals to reflect on your practice, including:
o The main blog
o Your individual personal blog
- What do you think about using technology as a means to reflect on
your practice?
- What are the challenges that you think you may face when using
technology to reflect on your practice? And how do you think you
will overcome them?
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Interview questions (second/third phase)

Research question

Interview questions

The meaning and
benefits from
reflection

- From your experience of engaging with reflection, could you
explain what reflection means for you? What do you do in it?

- Could you please tell me if there are any benefits of engaging
with reflection?

- Tell me about your teaching practice after engaging in
reflective practice? Is there any change?

Reflective practice
and your feelings

- Can you describe your feelings about reflection in this stage?

- Do you find it hard to criticise yourself or your practice?

- Do you welcome hearing criticism by others (peers, teachers,
supervisor)?

Self-reflection
improvement

- Canyou tell me about any changes that you think have occurred
in your ability to self-reflect?

- How do you consider your previous experience?

- Do you plan to reflect on your practice in the future?

Facilitators and
impedimentary
factors for

- Can you tell me about your experience regarding the support
that was available to you to help with your reflection?
- Tell me more about the other factors that help you to think at a

reflection deep level when reflecting on your practice.
- What impedimentary factors did you face when reflecting on
your practice?
- How did you overcome them?
Technical - Can you tell me about your experience of using electronic

challenges and
opportunities
when using
electronic

reflection

reflective journals to reflect on your practice, this includes:
o The main blog
o Your individual blog
- What do you think about using technology as a means to reflect
on your practice?

- What are the challenges that you have faced when using
technology to reflect on your practice? And how do you
overcome them?
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Appendix D

Pre-service teachers’ interviews (Arabic version)
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Appendix E
Supervisors’ interviews (English version)

Interview questions

To what extent do you think Saudi pre-service teachers reflect on their practice

during this study?

What do you think are the affordances of using electronic reflective journals as a

method of learning?

What are the disincentives of using electronic reflective journals as a method of

learning?

What do you think are the main challenges of adopting electronic reflective journals

as a method of learning for pre-service teachers?

How do you think one can overcome these challenges?

What are the main factors that could facilitate reflection when adopting electronic

reflective journals as a method of learning for pre-service teachers?

What do you think about using technology in general as a tool to prompt reflection

ability?
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Appendix F
Supervisors’ interviews (Arabic version)
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Appendix G

Reflecting on the reflection requirement from pre-service teachers (English version)

Questions

What did the experience of participating in teaching reflection add to you?

What was your most enjoyable moment during your participation in the reflection
project?

Did this experience change any of your perceptions? If so, how?

What did you learn about yourself during the reflection project?

How was the experience of reflective practice similar or dissimilar to what you
expected?

What impact did this have on how you think and feel? And how?

Describe the specific contributions you made.

What unexpected difficulties did you encounter?

Identify the extent of your personal growth as a participant in the reflection project.

Describe the challenges, successes, failures and how you dealt with them?

Do you feel that participating in the reflection project makes a difference to you as a

teacher? If yes, how?
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Appendix H
Reflecting on the reflection requirement from pre-service teachers (Arabic version)
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The main blog’s components
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Appendix J
Online infographics of the 5Rs framework (Arabic version)
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Appendix K

Online infographics of the academic reflective writing model (Arabic version)
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Appendix L

Bain model to evaluate the RJs (Arabic version)
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Appendix M
A sample of the two steps to evaluate RJs based on Bain’s model (Arabic version)

- The first step is by colouring each journal with the match component based on Bain’s

model.
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The second step is by linking each component with the written concepts.
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Appendix N

A sample of RJ evolution based on Bain’s model (English version)

At the beginning of my teaching experience, | felt nervous, but at the same
time, | was happy when receiving my timetable... | thought at the beginning
that | would be able to manage the classroom effectively if | rewarded the good
behaviour by giving the students some gifts and sweets, which would
encourage them and make them love my class.

So, | went to the class holding many gifts, showing them to the students to
encourage them to commit to my class rules. When | started, after greeting
them and telling them the class rules...chaos ensued in the class and | realised
then that | was perhaps telling them too many rules and that | should adjust
them and have only five rules at that time.

| realised later that managing the classroom is not just about setting rules and
bringing gifts to the students. | should

| also realised that | messed up when | encouraged competition among the
student groups, which led to a wholly negative atmosphere. Furthermore, |
noticed that

In the future,

Reporting (1)

Reporting (2)

-

Relating (1)

Relating (2)

F
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Appendix O
A sample of student journal transcripts (Arabic version)
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Appendix P
A sample of RoR (Arabic version)
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Appendix Q

A sample of an interview (Arabic version)
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Appendix R
key questions to highlight the textual structure suggested by Ryan (2011, p. 108)

What does the first paragraph do? (Identifies an issue and why it’s important; may use
theory to explain relevance; and outlines key themes that this piece of writing will
address reporting and responding.)

. What do subsequent paragraphs do? (Each paragraph introduces a new theme and
provides evidence from practice or current literature/theory to explain this theme;
introduces multiple perspectives; and considers the ethics involved relating and
reasoning.)

. What does the final paragraph do? (Re-states the issue; re-iterates key points; suggests
new possibilities for the future; and may explore change that could benefit others
reconstructing.)
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Appendix S
Probing questions suggested by Ryan (2011, p. 108)

(1) How does the writer indicate that they are reporting on, and responding
to, something that they were involved in or observed? (Use of personal
pronoun ‘I’; use of thinking and sensing verbs.)

(2) How does the writer indicate how the incident played out? (Use of
temporal language, e.g. first, then, afterwards.)

(3) How does the writer show their knowledge of the discipline/subject
matter? (Use of technical or subject-specific nouns and noun groups naming
words.)

(4) How does the writer relate this incident to other similar incidents or
personal experience? (Use of comparison/contrast language; draws on
practical examples.)

(5) How does the writer reason and explain why it happened the way it did?
(Use of causal language; adverbs and adverbial groups to explain when,
where or how things happened; references to literature and practice as
evidence.)

(6) How does the writer make judgements about things they observed? (Use
of particular kinds of adjectives or describing words to describe the people
or the task or the setting.)

(7) How does the writer use succinct language to get their ideas across? (Use
of nominalization — verb into noun to say more with less words.)

(8) How does the writer show that they are thinking to the future and how
they will reconstruct and apply their new knowledge? (Use of future tense;
adverbial groups to describe conditions under which something could be
done.)
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