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A Reflection
on Five Reflective Accounts

By Fred A. J. Korthagen

Introduction

Some ten years ago, the notions of reflection and reflective teaching became
popular among teacher educators. Inthe 1980s, thesetermsobtained acentral place
in the literature on teaching and teacher education. Books and research articles
emphasized teachers’ competence to analyze their own practice and the factors
influencing this practice. Now, a decade later, teacher educators are beginning to
realize that what istrue for teachers must be true for themselvesaswell. Suddenly,
it isbecoming generally accepted that teacher educators study their own practice.
The American Educational Research Association Special Interest Group “ Self-
Study of Teacher Education Practices” (S-STEP), which was created in 1992, saw
a rapid growth to more than 200 members, from all over the world, quickly
becoming one of the largest special interest groups of the Association.

Or isit too optimistic to say that teacher educators’ activities that have the
character of inquiry into their own practice have become generally accepted? To

what degree do these activities contribute to these
I cducators’ status in academia? If one reads the ac-
Fred A. J. Korthagenisa  countsof someof thenon-tenured teacher educators
professor of educationat  inthisspecial issue, onemay start to think the oppo-
Utrecht University, siteistrue...
Utrecht, The Netherlands.
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The Nature of Knowledge about Teaching

Underlyingthisissueisabasic and unresolved problem concerning the nature
of educational knowledge. Recently, Fenstermacher (1994) outlined the unclear
relationship between “formal” knowledge about teaching developed by means of
traditional scientific research and the “practical” knowledge that is embedded in
teachers' everyday behavior. Gradually, more researchers have begun to empha-
size the important role of the latter type of knowledge for teachers and the limita-
tions of formal knowledge for practice. Among them are Elbaz (1983) and Connelly
and Clandinin (1984), who usethenotion of “images” to refer toametaphorical type
of knowledgethat guidesteacher behavior. Elbaz (1991) notesthat teachers’ know-
ledge is nonlinear, holistic, imbued with personal meaning, and largely tacit.
Connelly and Clandinin statethat animage"“ drawsboth the past and thefutureinto
apersonally meaningful nexus of experience focussed on the immediate situation
that called it forth.” They believe that in teachers’ narratives the essence of their
“personal practical knowledge” can be found.

Schon (1987) introduced the term “knowing-in-action” to indicate the type of
practical knowledge imbedded in teachers' actions. He regards what he calls the
“technical rationality” view of teaching as afundamental misconception. Theterm
refers to the application of conventional social science to problems and tasks of
everyday professional practice (Fenstermacher, 1994). As Shulman (1986) notes,
teacher education programsin general seem to be based on the view that teacher
candidates will teach effectively once they have acquired subject matter knowl-
edge, become acquainted with models of innovative curriculum and instruction,
and havepracticed using them. M any studiesshow that in practicethis* application
model” fails (see, for example, Kagan, 1992). If teacher educators would reflect
fully on what this means for their current practices, it could lead to a fundamental
crisisin our thinking about teacher education (compare Johnson, 1987). However,
most researchers in academia still try to interpret the gap between scientific
knowledge about teaching on the one hand and teaching practice on the other in
terms of the dominant paradigm: as a problem of promoting more effective
application of existing knowledge (compare Berry & Dienes, 1993, p. 130).

For a long time, the academic world was not supportive of the position of
creative researchers who tried to build on another epistemological basis. In this
special issuearecompiledthereflectiveaccountsof fiveteacher educator/research-
ers who dared to carry out this difficult task in an area in which this is largely
unprecedented: the world of teacher education practices. What makestheir contri-
butions so interesting is that these people are intimately familiar with two worlds:
the world of scientific research on education and the world of practice. And they
try to combine the best of both worlds.
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To Change or Not to Change

At the same time, this implies that the authors of these contributions are not
representative of the entire population of teacher educators. They themselves
express that they feel different from their colleaguesin their own universities, and
even thefour beginning teacher educatorsseemto bedifferent from most beginning
teacher educators: they are highly reflective, and resistant to socialization into
established patterns. M oreover, they study their own processesof devel opment and
change.

These change processes are crucial in all five contributions. To be more
concrete, changeof beliefsistheissue, ontwolevels: thelevel of change of student
teachers and the level of change in the teacher educators themselves. Or maybe it
ismore accurateto say that the central issueisthestrugglewith change, asamost
every page reflects the difficulties these educators experienced?

Upon reading these papers, | began to realize just how strange this field of
teacher educationis. Asteacher educators, wetry to promote our students' devel-
opments, which isunderstating our effort to steer them into directionswe consider
important. At the same time, faculties try to change their new staff members, i.e.,
the beginning teacher educators. The tenured staff’ s message seemsto be that, to
become avaluable faculty member, one should forget about trying to put too much
timeinto teaching; instead, one should try to do research the way the veterans do
research. | am happy to see how thefour beginning teacher educators haveresisted
thispressure.

Why am | so happy about it? The answer isthat | do not believein changethat
iseffected from outside aperson. The best way to stop any changeinapersonisto
try to impose it on him or her. Thisis the paradox of education, of the promotion
of any kind of human growth: pressure toward change stops change (K orthagen,
1993).

Wecreatethispressureinvery subtleways. Tom Russell’ scontribution shows
anintriguing example: apreserviceteacher talked to Tom about hisobservations of
alesson Tom gave. What did he do? He analyzed what Tom didwrong. “ Of course
hedid,” | would say, for that isthe usual way we socialize student teachers. | agree
with Tom when he wonders if we will ever overcome this method of discussion,
characterized by “the observer criticizes; the teacher becomes defensive,” and
develop the ability tolisten to each other.

Why have we grown so far away from looking where people are coming from,
what their concernsare, what their reasonsarefor doing what they aredoing, what
their beliefsare, what their strengthsare? It isexactly thisdiscrepancy between the
educator’ s perspective and the student teacher’ s perspective that has created and
sustained the gap between theory and practicein teacher education.

My colleague Hans Créton’s clear view on this subject has influenced me
. _________________________________________________________________________________________]
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greatly. He says: “Ask yourself how you became who you are now in your work.
Didyouchoosethiscareer and becomesuccessful because peopletoldyouover and
over again what you were doing wrong? Or was it maybe because you have often
heard: * Oh, you'regood at that? ” Wetend to believein criticism as an instrument
for change, but we forget that it rarely works very well.

The Five Contributions

Thisputsmeinapeculiar positionwhilerespondingtothepapersinthisspecial
issue of Teacher Education Quarterly. Implicitin that task istheideathat | should
discussweaknessesinthecontributions. | think theseauthorshaveal ready been put
through the mill of criticism by “more experienced” colleagues. | prefer to highlight
what | consider the strong pointsin their papers.

Primarily, each displays beautifully how knowledge about teaching develops
in the interaction between the individual’ s hopes, ideals, and desires, on the one
hand, and the feedback, or “backtalk,” from the other participants in the concrete
educational setting on the other. Each story al so showsthat knowledge created in
thisway is uniquely relevant for practice, in this case the practice of teacher edu-
cation.

Karen Guilfoylerightly placesthisissuein the center of her contribution. She
has much to offer to teachers through her own difficult, often depressing, yet ul-
timately inspiring experiences as a teacher educator who constantly tries to con-
struct meaning out of experience. A central question for further study arising from
her work is: “What makesthe difference?’ What enables some practitionersto stay
reflective and to keep on fighting for the improvement of education, while others
do not? Thisis an issue we still know very little about.

Inthisrespect, Mary Lynn Hamilton’ s notion of the cyclonein aperson’ spro-
fessional development is very interesting. Every teacher experiences a personal
cyclone when there is a change in the context, for example, when one leaves uni-
versity towork in aschool, or when one grows older and startsto perceivethe stu-
dentsascyclones. How canwegenuinely support teachersin such periods? Should
that not beacentral focal point for both teacher educatorsand researchers, or better
still, for those who try to integrate these functions?

Tom Russell is such a person. His strength, as | seeit, liesin hisinsight into
learning processes and the role of backtalk from the practical situation, and in his
ability to organizelearning processes so that backtalk and feedback are promoted.
| found it very stimulating to read how an experienced teacher educator is contin-
ually able to create new stimuli for learning, for both his students and himself.

Peggy Placier teaches history of education and sheisaliving example of this
herself inher description of apart of her ownhistory asateacher educator. Her paper
reveals how much her personal history is embedded in the wider context of the
American society. Isthe United States grading system in fact compatible with the
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idea of promoting students to become professional teachers? Does a process of
becoming a teacher not require that the student teacher feel safe to come to the
supervisor with the problems she encounters? Will she really bring up her most
pressing problemsif these can be used against her when the moment of assessment
arrives?What aretheinfluencesof grading on students’ learning processes? These
must be controversial questions, not only to United Statesteacher education but to
the entire educational system. Peggy hasthe courage to rai se these questions.
Stefinee Pinnegar’s strength lies in her attention for the characteristics of
beginning. Unlike most research into differences between beginners and experts,
Stefinee focusses on the pr ocessthe beginner goesthrough and sheisvery aware
of the relationship between affect and cognition in this process. The interesting
paradox isthat Stefinee makes a strong point by taking her own uncertainties and
vulnerability seriously. She showshow notionslikeloneliness, lack of support, the
codeof theveterans, etcetera, all hamper thedevel opment thebeginner issupposed
to make. The translation Stefinee makes from this analysis to the way student
teaching is often organized, is of fundamental importance to teacher educators.

The Professionalization of Teacher Educators

These five teacher educators have strongly supported and stimulated each
other during their inquiries. In spite of geographical distance they were in close
contact with each other by means of electronic mail. This is heartwarming, but it
makes one wonder at the same time. How would they have persevered in their
struggles without e-mail? What support do teacher educators, and especially
beginning teacher educators, receive?

It is remarkable that in this area, where professional development is the
operative word, there is an almost complete absence of any structured training or
supervision of teacher educators, although some devel opmentshavebeenreported
(Wilson, 1990). This was one major conclusion of a European survey into the
professional development of teacher educators in the European Community,
publishedinthe 1990issue of theEuropean Jour nal of Teacher Education (Vol. 13,
No. 1/2). It draws upon case studies carried out by members of the Association for
Teacher Education in Europe (ATEE), on the basis of a recommendation by the
European Ministers of Education, saying that “asystematic review at national and
European |evel sshould be made of therecruitment and training of teacher trainers.”

Only in Austria has something like a formal induction program for teacher
educators been instigated. Since 1993, there has been an international one-week
professional coursefor teacher educators, given at my own university. From many
different countries (especially African, but also European) we receive messagesin
which people complain about the lack of funding for participation in such acourse.

Wehavelearnedagreat deal about effectivestrategiesandinterventionsfor the
promotion of student teachers’ learning. We know methods for bridging the gap
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between theory and practicein teacher education, methods requiring special skills.
Why would teacher educators all over the world have to solve their problems on
theirownor, at best, withtheir closecolleagues?1f teachersin school sweretheissue
here, we would regard this situation as utterly unprofessional (compare Wilson,
1990).

The Future of Research on Teacher Education

Even if we had established a system for the professional development of
teacher education staff, wewouldstill need researchersasavanguardintheprocess
of knowledge construction about teacher education. What can we learn from this
Teacher Education Quarterly issue for future research aiming at the improvement
of teacher education?

Conventional research on teaching, as published in most refereed journals,
aims at understanding and explaining educational phenomena. Action research by
teachers or teacher educators aims at the improvement of education. If 1 may
accentuate this distinction somewhat, we might say that traditional research helps
usrealizethat educationisoften bad and unsuccessful. Stefinee, Peggy, Tom, Mary
Lynn, and Karen prefer to apply their timeand energy to theimprovement of educa-
tion. | deliberately emphasize the polarity between both types of research, but my
final objective isto bring them together. | strongly believe that both types of re-
search are mutually dependent and that they should support each other.

First of al, thisimpliesthat conventional researchers should try harder to put
their findingsinto practice. Thisentailsmorethan afew sentencesat theend of their
publicationsunder theheading “implications.” They should put theimplications of
their theoriestothetest, whichwould undoubtedly helpthemtorealizethat practical
situations are always unique and should be regarded in their specific context,
making necessary auniqueinterpretation of the general theory. Thisinterpretation
is often more of a problem than the construction of the theory itself.

However, if we wish to build a bridge between the two types of research, we
should also look at the opposite end of the bridge. Before we attempt toimprovean
educational setting, we al so need to understand that unique situation. Thisiswhat
thesearch of each of theauthorsof thefivecontributionswasabout. Intheir reports,
they devel op notionsand ideasthat may be at the very heart of thisunderstanding.
| would call them critical issues. They make it possible for action research aiming
at theimprovement of educational practices, and research aiming at the understand-
ing of these practices, to go handin hand. Itispossibleto build abridge, and | think
the critical issues developed by practitioners can serve as the foundations of that
bridge. It isadifficult task, but an essential one. | would say that our journey has
only just begun. Inthisspecial issueof Teacher Education Quarterly, fivepioneers
show us away forward.

104



Korthagen

References

Connelly, F.M., & Clandinin, D.J. (1984). Persona practical knowledge at Bay Street
School: Ritual, personal philosophy and image. In R. Halkes & J. K. Olson (Eds.),
Teacher thinking: A new perspective on persisting problems in education (pp. 134-
148). Lisse, Netherlands: Swets & Zeitlinger.

Elbaz, F. (1983). Teacher thinking: A study of practical knowledge. New Y ork: Nichals.

Elbaz, F. (1991). Research on teachers knowledge: The evolution of a discourse. Journal
of curriculum studies, 23 (1), 1-19.

Fenstermacher, G.D. (1994). The knower and the known: The nature of knowledge in
research on teaching. Review of Research in Education, 20, 3-56.

Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Kagan, D.M. (1992) Professional growth among preservice and beginning teachers. Review
of Educational Research, 62(2), 129-169.

Korthagen, F.A.J. (1993). Combining reflection and technology: Bridging the gap between
theory and practice in teacher education. In A. Leino, P. Hellgren, & K. Hamaléinen
(Eds.), Integration of technology and reflection in teaching: A challenge for European
teacher education (pp. 80-90). Helsinki, Finland: University of Helsinki.

Schon, D.A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner . San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Shulman, L.S. (1986). Those who understand: knowledge growth in teaching. Educational
Researcher, 15 (2), 4-14.

Wilson, J.D. (1990). The selection and professional development of trainers for initia
teacher training. European Journal of Teacher Education, 13 (1/2), 7-24.

105



