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This article examines the in-house professional development program in a
private school in Lebanon and the approach it adopts to train teachers on
reflective practice. It identifies the contextual factors in the school that teach-
ers perceive as supporting their professional learning of reflective practice, and
investigates the teachers’ perceptions of the impact of this professional learn-
ing experience on enhancing their ability and understanding of reflective prac-
tice. The study adopted a qualitative case-study design guided by interpretive
epistemology to explore the meaning that the participants gave to their profes-
sional learning experiences as they developed their reflective skills within the
organizational context of a professional learning community. The study finds
that the school vision of building a professional learning community combined
with an in-house professional development program that provides structured
opportunities for professional collaboration have set conditions that success-
fully promote the teachers’ ability to reflect on their practice. However,
despite the promises of the school approach for promoting reflective practice,
the study reveals two areas for improvement: differences in the teachers’ and
administrations’ interpretations of reflection; and a limited view that both
teachers and administrations hold of reflection and how it can be practiced at
higher levels.

Keywords: professional development; professional learning; critical reflection;
reflective practice; professional learning community

Introduction

There is a wide and well-established agreement that preparing teachers as reflective
practitioners needs to be a critical component of their professional learning journey
(Schon 1987, Dewey 1933, Brookfield 1995, Zeichner and Liston 1996, Larrivee
2000, 2008, Pedro 2006, York-Barr et al. 2006, Ng and Tan 2009). Engaging in
reflection on one’s practice is still considered a key catalyst for building the
capacities of teachers and principals and their schools to constantly learn and
enhance student learning (Schon 1987, Darling-Hammond 1997, Glickman et al.
2009, Reeves 2010). Consequently, reflective practice has become a major element
in professional development (PD) programs, and is currently viewed as a major
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contributor to school improvement and effectiveness (Leitch and Day 2000, Klein
2008, Tan 2008, Webster-Wright 2009). Nevertheless, not all types of reflection are
found to lead to the desired change and enhancement in one’s practice. It is well
established that to become a distinguished reflective practitioner, one should reflect
on the critical level. This means examining one’s beliefs and assumptions behind
practice and its ethical and moral implications in addition to examining the larger
context where learning is taking place (Zeichner and Liston 1987, Van Manen
1997, Larrivee 2000, Abou Bakr El-Dib 2007, Larrivee 2008). Accordingly, critical
reflection becomes an essential professional qualification as, ‘it is through challeng-
ing implicit assumptions and questioning taken-for-granted practices that profes-
sional learning (PL) can lead to changes in practice’ (Webster-Wright 2009, p. 703).
Without the ability to evaluate assumptions, teachers risk remaining prisoners of
their old patterns and self-imposed normative and structural arrangements. By
analyzing the values and personal theories that underlie their practice, teachers will
move towards greater self-knowledge and self-challenge on their professional
learning journey (Leitch and Day 2000, Klein 2008, Ng and Tan 2009).

Meanwhile, there has been a shift in the perception of effective PD from the
traditional ‘one-off’, decontextualized training towards a model that is learner-
centered, holistic (Klein 2008), flexible, situated and focused on ‘understanding and
supporting authentic professional learning” (Webster-Wright 2009, p. 702). This
shift necessitates that PD programs around the world go from concentrating on the
content of PD towards focusing on improving the learning experience itself. From
an increasing amount of empirical research in the last 20 years, a consensus has
developed within the educational research community that effective PD is based on
a notion of professional learning as a continuing, active, socially related practice
(Klein 2008, Ng and Tan 2009). Moreover, the notion that effective PL is best posi-
tioned within a community that supports learning, making schools a critical context
for learning, is gaining wide support (Darling-Hammond 1997, Ng and Tan 2009,
Webster-Wright 2009). As such, effective PD is not limited anymore to providing
teachers with new skills and knowledge, but extends to providing them with oppor-
tunities to reflect on their own learning process; and with the supportive conditions
that enhance their abilities to find solutions to problems they face within their work
context (Brown and Macatangay 2002, Klein 2008).

Nevertheless, bringing this theoretical understanding into practice has been a
major challenge. PD programs still tend to concentrate on the content of PD instead
of improving the learning experience itself (Webster-Wright 2009). Moreover,
research indicates that there is not enough understanding of what it entails to apply
the process of reflection and that the implication of the process of reflection on
practice needs to be understood further to maximize its intended impact (Bright
1996, Boud and Walker 1998). Thus, despite the efforts to promote teachers’ reflec-
tive ability, many questions still remain on what is required to promote teachers’
professional learning to engage in reflection, especially on the critical level.

According to the literature, helping teachers become reflective practitioners and
supporting them to perform at higher levels of reflection require tending to a multi-
tude of factors that go beyond the structure and content of the PD program. First,
educators of reflective practice need to take into consideration teachers’ beliefs and
understanding of the concept of reflective practice and the teachers’ career stage
(Elbaz 1988, McNamara 1990, Bright 1996). Second, they need to teach teachers
the skills to locate and collect data relevant to the situation/problem on which they
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are working (Bright 1996). Third, educators need to consider the organizational and
cultural context in which the training is taking place (Boud and Walker 1998).
Moreover, research studies have indicated consistently that in-service teachers
achieve higher levels of reflection than pre-service teachers, especially with continu-
ous training (Hammrich er al. 1990, Allen and Casbergue 1996, Galvez-Martin
1997), and recommend that ‘critical reflective learning processes should be deliber-
ately structured in many teacher communities’ (Ng and Tan 2009, p. 41). However,
there has been little exploration of the professional learning experiences to under-
stand how to support in-service teachers as they develop their reflective practice
through their dynamic professional lives (Webster-Wright 2009).

In Lebanon, PD of public school teachers is generally overseen by the Ministry
of Education and the National Centre for Educational Research and Development
and takes place in Lebanese universities (Hariri 2008). Although the Ministry of
Education strategic plan calls for developing teachers through in-service PD (MEHE
2010), pre-service teacher’s preparation programs are still more common than PD
for in-service teachers in Lebanese public schools. In contrast, more attention is
given to PD for in-service teachers in Lebanese private schools. Some private
schools in Lebanon are increasingly implementing PD activities that provide ongo-
ing training for their teachers (Moukarzel 2005, Hariri 2008, Nabhani ez al. 2012).
Nevertheless, in both public and private schools, PD still predominantly consists of
‘one-off” workshops and sporadic activities and is still far from being carried out as
strategically planned and coherent programs (Nabhani et al. 2012). In the last
decade, very few Lebanese private schools have established divisions responsible
for designing and implementing in-house PD programs, making their PD practices
more aligned with the international literature recommendations on effective PD.

Moreover, there are a limited number of studies in Lebanon on school-based PD
generally, and on reflective practice specifically (Tleel 1970, Ghunayem 1975,
Moukarzel 2005, Hariri 2008). Hariri (2008) focused on building teachers’ PD and
on examining two strategies to enhance teachers’ growth: collaborative work and
construction of PD portfolios. Both strategies are considered tools for promoting
reflective practice. However, she examined in her study only how these tools
promoted teachers’ learning but not how they impacted the level of reflection. With
the scarcity of studies on teachers’ levels of reflective practice and the contextual
factors enhancing the learning of this process, there is a need for further research
that examines the social and contextual factors within the professional learning
community in Lebanon and their effects on enhancing or undermining the
development of reflective practice.

Purpose of the study

This study was conducted in a private school in Lebanon with an in-house PD
program aiming to develop teachers into reflective practitioners. Since the school
characterized itself as a learning community considering reflection to be a means
necessary for PD and professional qualification, it offered a unique organizational
context for examining the professional learning experiences on reflective practice
of the teachers engaged in the PD program. The study aimed at understanding
how teachers become reflective practitioners in the Lebanese context, in order to
put this understanding in practice when designing and implementing future PD
programs.
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Specifically, the study aimed at the following goals:

(1) To examine and describe the in-house PD program in the school and the
approaches it adopts to train teachers on reflective practice.

(2) To identify the contextual factors in the school that teachers perceive as
supporting their professional learning of reflective practice.

(3) To investigate the teachers’ perceptions of the impact of this professional
learning experience on enhancing their ability and understanding of reflective
practice.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. Next, we present a description of
the conceptual framework and research methodology. We then follow with results
and discussion sections that identify and examine a number of aspects of the
teachers’ experience with reflective practice at the school. Finally, we present our
conclusions and give some recommendations for further practice and research.

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework we have used to guide our data analysis and frame our dis-
cussion covers the definitions and levels of reflection, the tools and methods used to
help teachers become reflective practitioners, the contextual factors that impact reflec-
tion, and the reflective practice spiral as a model to promote reflection within a school.

Definition and levels of reflection

Many definitions of reflective practice emerged in the literature (Schon 1983,
Shulman 1987, Ross 1989, Wellington 1991, Bainer and Cantrell 1993, Larrivee
2000, Leitch and Day 2000). All of these definitions share common components,
such as contemplative self-examination, looking back at practice, learning from
experience, considering beliefs and developing new beliefs and actions.
Accordingly, this study conceives of reflection as a cycle of reviewing problematic
areas in one’s daily practice (Wellington 1991) with the purpose of problem finding
and solving, examining critically or bringing to awareness the beliefs behind them
(Schon 1983), generating new beliefs, knowledge and alternative actions (Dewey
1933), and trying them and then reflecting again on the results (Shulman 1987).
Moreover, teachers are not classified as reflective or not-reflective. Rather, they are
classified based on the extent they are reflective. It is implied that just like other
human traits, reflection exists at anecdotal levels over a continuum from poor to
average to extraordinary, with infinite points in between in different people
(Zeichner and Liston 1987, Ross 1989, Van Manen 1997, Abou Bakr El-Dib 2007).

Reflective practice is viewed to comprise two forms: reflection in action; and
reflection on action. According to Schon (1983), reflection in action consists of the
thinking process that accompanies doing, examining and modifying in light of the
learning that is generated. Reflection on action consists, on the contrary, of teachers
looking back at their practice and analyzing it to gain knowledge from experience.
Zeichner (1993) considers that teachers reflect on action when they consider the con-
text and examine the social, economic and political purposes of teaching and learning.

In this study, Van Manen’s (1997) and Larrivee’s (2008) depiction of the levels
of reflection is adapted to classify teachers’ reflective thinking in terms of three
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levels. At the first level, called technical rationality (Van Manen 1997), teachers
mainly focus on their teaching functions and on how they apply knowledge to
achieve predetermined goals. Practice at this level is perceived as isolated episodes
(Larrivee 2008). The end goals are not questioned and the actions are reflected upon
and evaluated based on their usefulness and effectiveness to achieve the set goals.
At the second level, called practical reflection, teachers go beyond technical ratio-
nality to include examining, questioning and explaining the end goals and the
beliefs behind the activities chosen to achieve these goals (Van Manen 1997). At
the third and highest level, called critical reflection, teachers go beyond goals,
activities and the assumptions behind them to reflect on the larger context where all
learning is taking place (Van Manen 1997). Teachers reflecting at the critical level
put in question their whole experience with its actions, goals, beliefs and its under-
lying assumptions. Moreover, they often integrate the moral and ethical dilemmas
into their reflection and question their stance in light of the ultimate purpose of
schooling (Van Manen 1997, Larrivee 2008).

Tools and methods to develop reflective practice

Some educators view reflective practice as a process that can be developed using
tools such as diaries (Heath 1998), action learning groups (Williamson 1997),
autobiographical stories (Brookfield 1995), sketching (Willis 1999), case studies
(Sparks-Langer et al. 1990, Lundberg and Levin 2003), mentoring (Drago-Severson
2004), portfolios (Dietz 1999), medicine wheel (Klein 2008), community of practice
(Ng and Tan 2009) and action research (Calhoun 2002). Despite the increased inter-
est in promoting reflective practice, research has found that the impact of these
attempts on the ability of teachers to reflect at high levels is questionable.

A number of research studies examined teachers’ levels of reflection and the
role of training in enhancing those levels (Galvez-Martin 1997, Spurgeon and
Bowen 2002, Whipp 2003, Hutchinson 2004, Parsons and Stephenson 2005, Abou
Bakr El-Dib 2007). In all of these studies, only low to medium levels of reflection
among pre-service teachers were reported. Two reasons for this were: focusing on
the use of the training tools while neglecting the learning process (Webster-Wright
2009); and ignoring factors that facilitate higher levels of reflection such as struc-
tured scaffolding (Whipp 2003), structured tasks, opportunities for collaborative
work (Noftke and Brennan 1988, McNamara 1990, Parsons and Stephenson 2005),
and the organizational, cultural, social and political environment in which reflection
takes place (Bright 1996, Boud and Walker 1998).

To develop teachers’ ability to reflect at the critical level, researchers found that
three important practices need to be in place: making time for solitary reflection,
becoming a perpetual problem-solver and questioning the status quo (Larrivee
2000, Ng and Tan 2009). As Larrivee (2000) explains, making time for solitary
reflection and keeping a journal gives teachers the chance to develop the habit of
reflecting on their practice. Becoming a perpetual problem-solver and questioning
the status quo entail being open to uncertainties and engaging in continuous inquiry
and experimentation rather than accepting standards of operations as fixed practices.
They further require an individual and collective effort to question the culturally
and socially embedded assumptions and beliefs behind commonly accepted daily
practices and school policies while continuing to demonstrate goodwill and commit-
ment (Larrivee 2000). By doing that, teachers are able to go beyond ‘sense making’
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of their teaching practice within their community of practice to become ‘critically
reflective learners’ within the context of the learning and the assumptions behind it
that are affecting their practice (Ng and Tan 2009).

Contextual factors impacting reflection

According to sociocultural theories of learning, knowledge is socially constructed
and directly related to the contexts and cultures in which it is used (Collins et al.
1987). Professionals’ reflections therefore need to be based in their context of
practice, thus providing meaning that motivates teachers to learn and shape their
knowledge and skill attainment (York-Barr et al. 2006, Ng and Tan 2009). Research
suggests that training practitioners to reflect at higher levels is more effective as part
of an in-house PD program nested in the practicing context (i.e. school culture), a
program that supports developing reflection through dialog and collective problem-
solving with other experienced teachers within the same community (Boud and
Walker 1998, Brown and Macatangay 2002, Osterman and Kottkamp 2004,
York-Barr et al. 2006, Ng and Tan 2009). The concept of a ‘professional learning
community’ summarizes this notion. Morrissey (2000) describes such learning com-
munity as an environment that, ‘engages the entire group of professionals in coming
together for learning within a supportive, self-created community’ (pp. 3-4). A
school that adopts the concept of learning communities centralizes its vision on
identifying students’ needs and developing its teachers’ learning capacities to find
unique solutions to attend to these needs (Hord 2004). Hence, a central belief of
this community of practice is its commitment to develop reflective practitioners
through reflective dialog between staff members, in order to generate new knowl-
edge and enhanced actions. There are several reasons that have been identified as
barriers to proper learning of reflective practice, including the following:

(1) Professionals’ misconceptions of reflective practice (Elbaz 1988, McNamara
1990, Bright 1996) and the teaching profession itself (Valli 1992).

(2) Lack of proper ideology or disposition in the teacher education programs that
foster reflective practice (Valli 1992, Zeichner 1993).

(3) Lack of time allocated or opportunities provided for developing reflective
practice (McNamara 1990, Noffke and Brennan 1988).

(4) Teachers’ feelings of vulnerability when exposing information about their
practice can affect the development of reflective practice (Wildman and Niles
1987).

(5) Using inefficient information for reflection (Bright 1996).

(6) Finally, neglecting the cultural, social and political environment in which
reflection takes place (Boud and Walker 1998).

The reflective practice spiral: a strategy to develop reflection as a cultural norm

The Reflective Practice Spiral model has been developed and adopted by York-Barr
et al. (2006) to understand reflective practice as a cultural norm in schools. It is
built on the assumption that reflection begins with oneself and develops inside out.
The spiral consists of four levels starting with the individual level of reflective
practice and expanding outward to the partner level, then to the small group level
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and finally to the school wide level. The levels are interconnected, resulting in an
inclusive effect on the school wide practices and learning. It is as if one’s own
individual reflection is contagious and spreads to groups and accordingly to the
whole school, creating a community of reflective practitioners who foster in each
other levels of reflection. Tools are suggested to promote reflection at each level
throughout the spiral.

According to York-Barr et al.’s (2006) model, school-wide reflective practice is
more probably reached by starting at the individual level, with each member of the
school enhancing his/her reflective practice and learning. However, as we move out-
wards in the spiral and more people are involved, reflective practice becomes more
complicated. Individuals face a greater risk as their perspectives and practices are
displayed to a larger group of people with whom they have established various
levels of respect, trust and commitment. The expanding spiral affects the whole
school climate, as unseen standing barriers of interaction break down. As individu-
als move out in the spiral, there are more possibilities but also more complexity
and less control. Supportive conditions to facilitate the process, such as dedicating
time for reflection, become harder to establish. An important role of leadership
within the school becomes to foster trustworthy relations and structures that facili-
tate the process, and to promote the levels of reflective practice through collegiality
(York-Barr et al. 2006).

Methodology
Research design

The study adopted a qualitative case-study design (Yin 1994, Merriam 2010) guided
by interpretive epistemology to explore the meaning that the participants gave to
their professional learning experiences as they developed their reflective skills
within the organizational context of a professional learning community. The study
was conducted to fulfill the graduate requirements for a master’s degree at a private
Lebanese university. As such, the authors gained access to the school as external
researchers, and had no involvement in planning or conducting the PD activities
carried out at the school. However, all data were collected in the participants’ natu-
ral setting, taking into consideration the context and the social environment within
which participants’ interaction and professional learning experiences were taking
place. Data were collected over a whole academic year.

Study site

The study took place in ‘Landmark Learning Community’ (LLC), a private elemen-
tary school in Beirut, Lebanon. The school was selected because it presented a
pioneering experience in the Lebanese context for having an in-house PD program
for developing teachers into reflective practitioners. Consequently, LLC offered the
researchers a unique opportunity within the Lebanese cultural context to examine in
depth the practices and processes as well as the conditions that teachers perceive to
promote their reflective practice.

LLC is a fairly new school founded in 2007. The school is an official
International Baccalaureate Organization candidate school offering the Primary
Years Program and following the International Baccalaureate Organization’s rigor-
ous international program. LLC founders perceive the school itself as a learning
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community, with a school vision centered on developing its staff into a collabora-
tive professional community. They thrive to have a school where teachers and
administrators work cooperatively in a learning community environment that sup-
ports the principles of mutual respect and trust, an ongoing process of self-assess-
ment, evidence-based decision-making and continual improvement. Accordingly, the
school has established a PD department from day one, led by a full-time PD Direc-
tor, making PD of teachers and staff an integrated focal point of daily practice.
According to the school head and PD Director, the PD program activities invite
teachers to reflect on a wide range of ‘practices’ including teaching, planning and
collegial interaction, thus bringing reflection to the center of their practice. As the
LLC school head stated:

[as a learning community the school is] trying to develop among teachers a disposition
or a stance towards their practice that is inquiry focused meaning that they inquire into
themselves and they see the value of their inquiring and what they’re doing [reflec-
tion] means to have a development point of view or stance of evaluation, we don’t
have another form of evaluation in the school, it’s self-assessment and self-appraisal.

The PD program that the LLC school has adopted mandates setting a collective PD
goal for the whole school, individual PD plans for each teacher and staff member,
PD portfolios, monthly enrichment sessions and workshops, and classroom
observation cycles. Each aspect of the PD program has a strategy that guides
teachers to engage in reflection.

The participants

The participants were teachers who had spent at least two years in the school
during which they were integrated into the school culture and trained through the
school PD program. Eleven out of a total of 17 teachers met the criteria and were
individually interviewed. All were female with ages ranging from 24 to 42, educa-
tional background at the bachelor or master’s level, and teaching experience ranging
from three to four years. Only one teacher had previous training on reflective prac-
tice through her college courses. Since the school head and the PD Director set the
vision and the strategies of the PD program, they were well positioned to offer
information and insights on the practices, challenges of the program and were also
recruited to participate. The school head had a PhD in Education with 20 years of
experience in the field of education, especially in the area of teacher development.
She played a major role in the initiation of the LLC school and its PD program.
The professional director had a Master in Educational Administration with 10 years
of teaching experience, including in her position at LLC since its establishment.

Data collection

Data were collected in the following chronological order. First, we collected and
analyzed documents and artifacts about the school and the assumptions behind its
establishment. Second, we observed PD sessions to identify activities targeting
reflective practice development. We also gathered observation data about the content
and approach followed in conducting these sessions. Third, we asked the 11 partici-
pating teachers to fill in a demographic background form. We then conducted a
semi-structured interview with each participant. Seven out of the 11 teachers
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provided evidence on their reflective practice from their PD portfolios during the
interview. Fifth, we conducted a focus group interview with all 11 teachers to iden-
tify the contextual factors that had impacted the development of reflective practice
and what the teachers viewed as helpful aspects of the PD program. Finally, we
conducted a joint interview with the school head and PD Director to overview the
PD program’s activities targeting reflective practice development. All of the
interviews were fully audio-taped and then transcribed, sorted and categorized using
the constant comparative method (Corbin and Strauss 2008).

Data analysis

The grounded theory approach as presented by Charmaz (2010) guided the data
analysis of this study and ensured that the generated conceptual understanding was
grounded in the school’s context and that it truly reflected the participants’ perspec-
tives of their experience. We used source and data triangulation to increase the cred-
ibility of the results. Source triangulation consisted of conducting interviews with
many teachers, the PD director and the school principal, observing PD sessions, as
well as examining relevant documentation. Data triangulation consisted of perform-
ing a member check by the participants of the interviews reports. Moreover, we
asked a researcher external to the study to check the analyses of the interviews,
observation data and documents (peer debriefing) (Merriam 2010).

Findings

This section describes the learning experience of teachers in developing as reflective
practitioners at the LLC school. It presents the teachers’ perceptions of being reflec-
tive, their definition of reflection and how they reflect, with whom and using what
tools. Moreover, it presents the teachers’ perspective on their level of reflection and
how it relates to their years of experience. Lastly, this section presents the teachers’
perceptions of the contextual factors that have impacted the development of their
reflective practice.

Reflection as understood at LLC

When teachers were asked whether they perceived themselves as reflective practitio-
ners, they answered affirmatively but with variations in their answers. Four teachers
answered that they were reflective and one of them added that she had been
exposed to the idea of reflection since her undergraduate years preparing to be a
teacher. Two teachers mentioned that they reflected to some extent all the time but
they did not document everything or keep a daily journal.

When asked to define reflection from their perspective, almost all teachers
mentioned in one way or another that part of reflection was ‘reviewing problematic
areas’ they faced. Some teachers (six out of 11) also mentioned that it was an
opportunity to look back and become aware of positive areas and things they had
done well. Three teachers said that part of their reflection meant constantly captur-
ing good ideas they saw or read and applying them in their practice. This indicated
that reflection to those teachers was not just looking back but also looking for good
ideas or articles to reflect on where they stood compared with new acquired
knowledge and to possibly implement these ideas.
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Only three teachers stated clearly that reflection was an ongoing process
suggesting further action and reflecting again on the results. All teachers indicated
in their definition of reflection that they evaluated their actions to consider alterna-
tive actions, but none of them mentioned reflecting and reviewing the beliefs behind
their actions.

How teachers reflected at LLC

We asked teachers about when they reflected, whom they reflected with and what
areas they reflected on. The teachers responded that they reflected mostly during
work, with three indicating that they also reflected outside the work setting. Those
who reflected at the school mentioned they did so at the end of each unit, during
planning, before teaching, during class, after a lesson, after meetings or when work-
ing with colleagues.

As for with whom the teachers reflected, the answers indicated that they rarely
reflected on their own. The answer ‘reflecting alone’ was given four times while
reflecting with others was mentioned 20 times. The teachers reflected the most with
co-teachers and the second most was other teachers who were not co-teachers. Four
teachers said they reflected with the school head and PD Director. Three teachers
mentioned that they reflected with family members.

As for areas of reflection, the most common was their own teaching and the sec-
ond most common was co-teaching. Other areas of reflection varied according to
other non-teaching roles the teachers had in the school, such as coaching, commit-
tee work, leadership, or according to the responders’ interests such as assessment
tools, class management and relationships with colleagues.

The teachers noted that they used in the process of reflection different tools such
as PD portfolios, workshops, peer observations, lesson protocols, unit planners,
articles, inquiry indicators, learner’s profile and co-teaching. The most common
tools mentioned were the PD portfolios and unit planners. The following is a
description of some of these tools:

(1) Lesson protocol: this was a template that the teachers used to divide the
lesson into different parts containing questions intended to trigger the
teachers’ reflection on certain aspects of the lesson.

(2) Unit planner: the teachers used this tool for planning lessons in the
International Baccalaureate program. It included questions to help teachers
reflect on certain aspects of each lesson throughout the unit and at the end of
the unit.

(3) Summative reflection: this tool helped teachers reflect on the coherence of
their teaching plan to connect together weekly plans, unit plans, scope and
sequence and to reflect on how the scope and sequence emerge into a unit or
weekly plan.

(4) Inquiry indicators: these were a set of statements that helped teachers reflect
on the extent their lesson and classroom environment encouraged inquiry.

(5) Sharing sessions: these were meetings during which teachers presented their
classroom methods of interest to other teachers. The purpose was to help
teachers reflect on their practice, compare with and learn from other teachers’
practice.
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Levels of reflection as perceived by the teachers

Participating teachers were presented with Van Manen’s (1997) three levels of
reflection: technical, practical and critical. We asked each teacher to identify at
which of these levels she perceived herself to be, based on her interpretation of Van
Manen'’s classification. None of the teachers perceived themselves to be at the tech-
nical level. Four teachers asserted that they achieved the practical level of reflection.
Another four stated that they reached the critical level. Three of the teachers did
not want to classify their reflection process as exclusively being at one of the levels,
insisting that they constantly moved from one level to the other depending on what
they reflected.

Nine out of 11 teachers believed that their level improved over time as they
practiced reflection. Two of them, including the one who had previous training in
reflective practice during her university years, expressed that they always reflected
at the critical level. The rest of the teachers (nine teachers) said they started learning
reflective practice when they joined the LLC school and that their reflection skills
were developed over a few years after joining. One teacher from this group
believed that her reflection level evolved since she joined, from technical to practi-
cal to critical. However, sometimes she found herself reflecting only at the practical
level while teaching in class. Another teacher said she used to be at the technical
level but thought she had advanced to a level between technical and practical. She
explained that she did not always take further action after reflecting. A third teacher
stated that her understanding of reflection had improved with time because she had
acquired reflection strategies and tools to use from the PD activities at the school,
which she thought contributed to the development of the teachers’ reflection ability.

One of the teachers who believed they reflected at all three levels said that her
ability to reflect improved past the technical level when she started teaching in the
school. She described her reflection in the beginning to involve only collecting evi-
dence without ‘knowing what to do with them.” One teacher mentioned that she
was mainly reflecting at the practical level, but working in the school for three
years made her start reflecting at the critical level. One teacher, who perceived her-
self as at the critical level and always being reflective, said that with time, and after
engaging in the PD activities at the school, she gained more experiences to reflect
on and more resources to guide her reflection.

Some teachers believed that their reflection level varied depending on the situa-
tion or the area of reflection. Three of these said that they generally reflected at the
critical level on their planning or at the end of a unit. One teacher said that she
reflected at the practical level on her teaching and at the technical level on her
coaching role. Another teacher who perceived herself reflecting between technical
and practical, and sometimes at the critical level when planning, expressed that
reflecting at higher levels is not an easy task for her, saying: ‘I can say that it’s clo-
ser to practical but it’s not coming naturally, I am working hard to get there, it’s
not something that is happening automatically with me.’

Contextual factors

We asked the teachers about the contextual factors that had an impact on enhancing
their learning of reflective practice. We identified various contextual factors that had
both supportive and hindering effects.
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Supportive contextual factors

The first and most commonly mentioned contextual factor was the collaboration
opportunities provided at the school that brought the teachers together to reflect
collectively. Both school administrators explained that teachers’ schedules were set
with well-integrated times for teachers to meet and professionally collaborate.
Meanwhile, teachers expressed that by reflecting on their practice with their
colleagues, they became exposed to diverse perspectives and experiences of other
teachers. One teacher expressed the benefit of the PD sessions in prompting them
to reflect by saying:

in some of our PD sessions, you get to share and hear what the others have done, the
teachers share with their colleagues, you reflect on what they did and see if you can
use this strategy in your classroom.

Another teacher emphasized the role of peer observations, saying that: ‘the school
strongly reinforces [peer observation] because having a third or fourth opinion helps
give you a deeper reflection on your practice.” One teacher stated that co-teaching
or team teaching encouraged a lot of reflection by saying:

team teaching, co-teaching with someone, the whole process it requires a lot of reflec-
tion in order to have a successful teaching, reflect on your own teaching, on co-teach-
ing and about student reception in that teaching, what were your goals whether you
need to change them.

Another supportive contextual factor was the availability of a PD program that
included tools and activities that aimed at developing teachers’ reflective practice.
The tools of reflection that were considered helpful by the teachers were unit plan-
ners, inquiry indicators, PD goals or PD portfolios and articles. The most common
tool mentioned was the unit planner, as one teacher said: ‘it has a main element or
component that is about reflection and it contains some questions that guide us to
reflect on what we planned and what we achieved.” The second most common tool
mentioned was the PD goals or PD portfolio, as one teacher said:

one of the motivations [to reflect] is the PD goal, like when you have a PD goal, you
want to reach it so you need to do reflections in order to know what it is you have
achieved and if you really have achieved this goal.

Another teacher added the importance of collecting evidence to reflect on for the
PD goal, as she said: ‘In the PD goals we have, we basically have to collect arte-
facts to show our progress in a certain area, using these artefacts and reflecting on
those artefacts force you to reflect.’

On the other hand, documentation was mentioned by the teachers to be a
supportive condition as it allowed them to see what other teachers at LLC did for
their PD goals. A number of teachers elaborated on the benefit of the PD library,
which contained all the PD portfolios of teachers and was accessible for everyone
at LLC. One teacher stated:

I think these [PD] goals are not only for you, they are there for others who want to
benefit from your experience. [Teachers] can go through them and see how they can
learn from them. For some people, they can use [them] as resources. For example, if |
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have a PD goal that a colleague did, I can use the kind of activities she did, and
maybe I can sit with this person and see how we can take this further. I look at them
and see what I can develop.

Another teacher added that ‘[one teacher| yesterday did “invented strategies”, I am
a mentor for new teachers, I took new teachers to look at them to learn [about
them]’, and a third teacher said: ‘PD goals were categorized last year, where you
could go and see who did what on the PD website, you can look at the name and
get the file out. But it is time consuming to go up there.’

Another supportive condition that teachers pointed out was the inquiry indica-
tors. As one teacher said: ‘we can use [inquiry indicators] to reflect on how much
of the unit or lesson was based on the inquiry approach.” Another teacher further
elaborated: ‘one of the parts of the inquiry cycle is reflecting upon your work, after
you reflect you inquire further have new questions to inquire, these tools contributes
[in making] us reflect more.’

Hindering contextual factors

At the conclusion of the focus group, a few teachers pointed out that despite its
supportive organizational arrangement, the very conditions that had positively
impacted their reflective practice presented challenges that they perceived to be hin-
dering the development of that practice. Even though co-teaching and team teaching
were mentioned to be of great benefit for the teachers in developing their reflective
practice, a few teachers raised the issue of the difficulty they sometimes faced in
finding partners with the right level of reflection and with compatible ability.

Similarly, they mentioned the challenges they faced with the PD goals. Teachers
were critical of the fact that they did not always get to choose their PD goals. They
were also critical of the number of PD goals they were mandated to work on.

Furthermore, some teachers questioned the benefit of extensive documentation
of their reflections in the PD portfolio. Although documentation was considered a
tool that helped in developing reflective practice, they perceived documenting their
work to the extent the schools required them to was not necessary all the time. One
teacher said ‘I don’t think it’s required to document every time we reflect,” and
another teacher added: ‘they assume if you don’t document you’re not reflecting, as
if it means you didn’t do it.” Moreover, a few teachers expressed that having too
many tools for reflection causes confusion as they got lost in what tool to use and
when to use it.

Discussion: opportunities and barriers

This study explored the experiences of teachers while learning to become reflective
practitioners in a school with an organizational context intended to support this pro-
cess. Their experiences were compared with the conceptual framework described
earlier and in relation to the contextual factors in which their learning took place.
The following highlights the opportunities for and barriers to professional learning
and points to key issues for further consideration.

The promises of a holistic approach to developing reflective practice

The majority of the teachers at LLC believed that their ability to reflect and the
quality of their reflective practice improved over time after joining the school. Their
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responses provided evidence to the factors, tools and practices that helped them
learn reflection and practice it. In fact, teachers stated that their ability to reflect
improved after joining the school mostly because of the school’s vision as a learn-
ing community and its purposefully planned PD program. This is in line with what
is documented in the literature: a holistic approach that goes beyond technical train-
ing needs to be adopted (York-Barr et al. 2006, Klein 2008); and even experienced
teachers would benefit from ongoing training to develop higher levels of reflective
practice (Galvez-Martin 1997, Hammrich et al. 1990).

The teachers identified two main contextual factors that had an impact on devel-
oping their reflective practice at the school. The first and most commonly men-
tioned factor was the opportunities for professional collaboration provided by the
school that brought the teachers to reflect collectively. The school was structured to
provide dynamic dialog among its teachers through assigning teachers to teams for
co-teaching and team-teaching. Moreover, the PD program was also structured to
provide collaboration opportunities through PD sessions, teachers’ sharing sessions
and peer classroom observation cycles. In fact, many international studies have
identified opportunities for collaborative work and dynamic dialog as one of the
important factors that have positive impact on facilitating higher levels of reflection
(Noffke and Brennan 1988, McNamara 1990, Parsons and Stephenson 2005, York-
Barr et al. 2006, Ng and Tan 2009).

The second factor mentioned by the teachers at LLC was the availability of a
PD program that included tools and activities which aimed at developing teachers’
reflective practice. In fact, the design of the PD program at LLC indeed addressed
the different levels of the Reflective Spiral model by York-Barr et al. (2006). The
model is built on the assumption that reflection begins with oneself and develops
inside out in order for it to become assimilated as a cultural norm. According to the
model, developing reflection as a habit of mind and a cultural norm within a school
community needs to target four different levels of practice: the individual level, the
partner level, the team level and the whole school level. The PD program at LLC
targeted these four levels of practice as follows.

The individual level

At the individual level, teachers at LLC were required to develop PD portfolios, to
set yearly PD goals and to reflect on them. Indeed, the PD portfolio is one of the
most commonly identified tools in literature for encouraging reflection at the indi-
vidual level. It has been frequently recommended to encourage teachers to docu-
ment their reflections and mark their progress over time (Dietz 1999, York-Barr
et al. 2006). Teachers at LLC also mentioned tools for reflection that were unique
to their school context and not mentioned in the literature. The unit planners and
inquiry indicators were two such examples. Both of these tools were associated with
the International Baccalaureate curriculum, and International Baccalaureate teachers
were expected to reflect on how much each lesson was based on inquiry.

Moreover, the approach followed at the school to help teachers engage in PD
activities was very much aligned with adult learning theories. In line with Knowles’
(1980) model, the school PD program encouraged teachers to set their yearly PD
goals and portfolio and aimed at developing teachers to become self-directed learn-
ers while responding to their need as adults to have control over their learning
experience.
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Finally, the PD program approach allowed teachers to reflect and solve their
problems and make immediate application of newly learned knowledge within their
context. This makes their practice in line with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning
theory.

The partner level

At the partner level, the PD activities included peer observation cycles in which
teachers attended each other’s teaching sessions with previous agreement on the
areas to be observed and reflected on after the session. This activity helped teachers
facilitate one another’s reflection on aspects of their practice. This approach of peer
observation is in line with the spiral model of reflection that suggests that partners
choose a focus of reflection and develop the process they will follow such as setting
the time and means for meeting. Reflecting with a partner has proved to be helpful
in shedding more insight on one’s practice through others’ perspective and experi-
ence, increasing social support and decreasing feelings of isolation, and lastly
increasing one’s sense of identity and understanding of how things work at the
school (York-Barr et al. 2006).

The team and school levels

At the team and whole school levels, teachers were asked to reflect each year on a
collective goal that would contribute to the learning of the whole school. Moreover,
they were invited monthly to reflect together during internal PD sessions on
common topics of interest and case studies related to their practice. Case studies are
common tools suggested in literature to encourage the development of reflective
practice among teachers (Hutchinson 2004, Sung et al. 2009).

Analysis of the results reveals that, due to engaging teachers in reflection at all
levels, reflective practice appears to be adopted as a cultural norm at LLC. Each
aspect of the PD program has a strategy that invites teachers to engage in reflection.
The PD program has also provided the tools and skills needed to support LLC
teachers in the process. It is also clear that all teachers now give reflective practice
a central value at both the individual professional level and the school level.

The risk of a narrow view and practice of reflection

Despite the agreement among teachers on the presence of many favorable condi-
tions to support their learning of reflective practice, we believe that their responses
reveal problematic areas and point at barriers to promoting their reflective practice
to higher levels. Although some teachers classified themselves mainly at the critical
level of reflection, a closer look at the evidence provided in their definitions and
those of the school administrators implied that their understanding of what critical
reflection could encompass was still limited. According to Leitch and Day (2000),
effective and critical reflective practice is based on a, ‘broader understanding of self,
society and moral purposes rather than one that seeks simply to increase efficiency
in relation to delivery and narrowly conceived achievement targets’ (p. 181). None
of the teachers mentioned in her definition that she reflected on the beliefs behind
her chosen actions or on the moral and ethical dilemmas that emerged from her
practice. Even when some teachers mentioned that they reflected all the time, they
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seemed to mean that they were merely ‘thinking with awareness’ about their prac-
tice. There is widespread agreement in literature that critical reflection entails more
than just thinking. Reflective thinking, as Schon (1987) defined it, is the ability to
bring into awareness the implicit knowledge that we often do not express in order
to examine, criticize its assumptions and supporting beliefs and take concrete action
to develop it and consequently improve our behavior. In fact, many of the teachers’
accounts showed no evidence that the teachers’ reflective experience involved
reflecting on the whole school context and PD program, the beliefs behind their
establishment and how they were affecting their practice.

Moreover, the definition that the PD director and principal gave of reflection
lacked the critical aspect as well. As a result, the collective view of what reflection
entailed that was promoted at the school was very much limited by the conceptions
these leaders held on the nature of the process and what it encompassed. What
everyone at the school referred to as critical reflection fell short of Van Manen’s
definition, which states that at the critical level reflective practitioners go beyond
being concerned about the goals, activities and the assumptions behind them to
reflect on the larger context where all learning is taking place. As such, the notion
of teachers’ reflection at the school, whether individually or within communities of
practice, involved mostly ‘sense-making’ rather than ‘critical reflective learning’
(Ng and Tan 2009). It was mainly focused on evaluating teachers’ daily practice,
which made these reflections more technical in nature than critical.

Additionally, the PD program did not make use of tools or approaches known to
effectively promote critical reflection. For example, suggested methods such as
observing one’s practice through video tape and audiotape, interactive journaling
and cognitive coaching at the partner level were not practiced at LLC. The evidence
shows that although the school PD program was targeted toward promoting
teachers’ reflection, activities geared toward critical reflection are either neglected or
completely absent. The designers of the PD program did not incorporate any experi-
ences or tools that promote critical reflection and trigger the examination of beliefs.
The tools that were used for reflection at the school such as the unit planners and
inquiry indicators only lead to teachers reflecting at the technical and practical levels
rather than engaging in critical reflection. Raising reflective questions and collecting
evidence from daily practice were all prescribed by the International Baccalaureate
requirements to follow an inquiry approach and demand its documentation.

Although community of practice tends to promote reflections, many can fall into
the trap of habitus sense-making according to frameworks set and familiar to the
community members, which makes it difficult to actually transform and acquire a
new perspective and way of doing things.

Moreover, teachers, the principal and the PD director were all focused on
‘reflection-on-action’ that mostly occurred after an action as defined by Schon
(1987). They were mainly examining retrospectively what they did in class, evaluat-
ing what went wrong or went well in order to consider what needed further adjust-
ment. However, there was no indication that the teachers engaged fully in
‘reflection-in-action” where they analyzed their practice as it unfolded and modified
it, thus taking action based on the learning that emerged from reflecting on it. In
fact, there was a total neglect in all mandated activities of the PD program of activi-
ties that trigger reflection in action. Similar to what Leitch and Day (2000) warn
about, the teachers’ reflection in action as a result might have been limited by their
old patterns of behavior and avoidance of emotional responses to problematic
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behavior, given the absence of a proactive stance from the PD program to guide the
teachers to go beyond reflection on action to flexible thinking in action.

Additionally, clearly missing in the PD program at LLC were opportunities
inviting teachers to, ‘map and understand the patterns of their lived experiences
both in their personal and professional lives, in order to better understand their cur-
rent purposes and practices’ (Leitch and Day 2000, p. 188). The tools the school’s
PD program used did not target reflection on the inner life of a teacher (intuition,
contemplation, visualization and imagination), which can lead to a more ‘holistic’
approach to reflection. As Klein (2008) describes, ‘A holistic approach to reflection
is grounded in the belief that teachers are whole persons and teaching is multi-
dimensional (moral, ethical, spiritual, aesthetic), complex, and nuanced’ (p. 112),
something that is considered to be crucial in teachers’ PD and reforming their
professional practice. In fact, it can be concluded that reflection at LLC is mostly
restricted by prescribed topics for reflection that focus on technical practice; some-
thing that makes the teachers’ learning experiences far from being ‘holistic’ as it is
limiting their opportunities for open inner examination and for challenging the
status quo (Klein 2008).

Last but not least, the biggest risk at LLC is that teachers will remain prisoners
of their current conceptions of reflection and hence fail to take their reflective prac-
tice to higher levels. As Bourdieu (1980) explains, knowledge in communities of
practice can be practiced as, ‘habitus in which (a set of acquired patterns of thought,
behaviour and taste) [are] sustained collectively by the members, rather than [as] a
cognitive structure’ (cited Ng and Tan 2009, p. 38). The LLC current view of reflec-
tion may be becoming part of this ‘habitus’ for teachers where their learning of how
to reflect becomes restricted to a process of ‘sense-making’ that uses this current
view as its schemata. Consequently, the feelings of collective comfort from finding
habitual solutions to problems and answers to inquiries risk keeping the teachers and
administrators of LLC trapped within their current limited schemata of what reflec-
tion entails, thus perpetuating their practice of reflection at the lower levels.

Additional challenges to the learning experience

The results revealed additional challenges facing the development of teachers’
reflective practice at LLC. First, there seemed to be no common understanding of
reflective practice among teachers and the administration. While the teachers viewed
reflection as a tool to evaluate their work, the administration viewed it mostly as an
inquiry cycle. Furthermore, teachers’ understanding of reflective practice was overly
associated with documentation which overshadowed the other elements of reflec-
tion. For example, when they were asked whether they considered themselves
reflective practitioners, some of the teachers answered that they did perceive them-
selves as such although ‘they did not document all the time.” With the high empha-
sis on documentation of reflection at the school, reflection risks being experienced
as a burden rather than a part of professional practice that teachers valued and were
committed to fulfill on their own. In fact, misconceptions of teachers about the nat-
ure of reflective practice and failure to see its value to their personal professional
growth are often identified as one of the barriers in promoting higher levels of
reflection (Elbaz 1988, McNamara 1990, Bright 1996).

Second, some teachers voiced concerns in regards to their co-teacher’s ability to
coach them to reflect at higher levels. They complained that their teaching partner
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did not have what it took to help them go to the next level and broaden their under-
standing and practice of reflection. York-Barr ez al. (2006) recommend that partners
be chosen on the basis of common interest, trustworthiness and the ability to foster
growth in one another in order to promote higher levels of reflection. Thus, select-
ing and assigning teaching partners with the ability to play the role of a mentor and
coach remains a challenge, especially in small-sized schools.

Third, results revealed the dominance of compliance with what the school
administrators mandate over a more self-directed practice of reflection among
teachers. As designed, the PD program seemed to hinder teachers from becoming
self-directed learners, which is crucial for becoming reflective. In fact, the PD
program provided very structured guidance for teachers’ reflection in terms of the
recommended PD goals to reflect on, the data to be collected and the tools to be
used. This was useful in promoting teachers’ reflection especially when they first
joined the school. However, this might affect their ability to be self-directed learn-
ers in the long run. Knowles (1989) explained that adults become ‘self-directing
when they undertake to learn something on their own’ (p. 91). Moreover, there
are no indicators that the PD program design adopted a developmental approach
that scaffolds the activities based on the teachers’ readiness and experiences and
that intends to move teachers from being under close guidance of the PD director
to becoming self-directed reflective practitioners. In an authoritarian/paternalistic
society, this approach risks making teachers revert to their ‘learned passivity’ by
waiting for the school administrators to select and give directives on what teach-
ers will reflect on, the questions they will ask, the strategies they will follow and
the levels of reflection they need to target. It also risks undermining the potential
to reach a more holistic practice of reflection that opens teachers to a richer
exploration of their inner-self and foster their ability to be creative and visionary
(Klein 2008).

Conclusions and recommendations

This article describes a study that has aimed at understanding teachers’ PL with a
focus on the processes and conditions that support teachers on their PL journey. At
LLC, the school vision of building a professional learning community, the
organizational arrangements where teachers receive in-house PD under the constant
mentorship of a full-time PD director and the school principal, as well as the
resources of time, convenient scheduling and structured opportunities for
professional collaboration all combined to set conditions that supported the teachers
successfully to promote their ability to reflect on their practice, and to embed reflec-
tion as a valued professional norm in the school culture. In that, the experiences at
LLC aligned with what the international literature recommends as best approaches
to promote teachers’ abilities to practice reflection, thus presenting a very unique
and promising experience in the context of Lebanon.

However, the results of the study also send warning signals to schools who want
to adopt this experience, especially with regard to achieving its goal of developing
reflective practitioners capable of holistic and critical reflection. This invites both
researchers and practitioners to build on the study findings in the future while
designing their PD activities, as well as deciding on areas for further research.
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Recommendations for practice

Despite the promises of the LLC approach for promoting reflective practice, the
study reveals multiple areas of improvement. Differences in the teachers’ and
administrations’ definitions of reflection at LLC, as well as the limited view that
both teachers and administrations hold of reflection and how it can be practiced at
higher levels, require initiating dialog between the teachers and administration to
develop a broader shared understanding of reflective practice. Purposeful efforts
should be directed toward promoting critical reflection. As Ng and Tan (2009) elab-
orate, this can only be achieved through ‘deliberately structuring reflective learning
processes’, and through ‘removal of the impediments of the culture of taking direc-
tives and initiatives from the top’ (Ng and Tan 2009, p. 41). Accordingly, the
school administration needs to encourage and guide teachers to question the goals,
beliefs and rationale of what they are doing. This necessitates a willingness from
the school administration to adopt a more participative leadership style, allowing
the teachers access to the information they need to critically reflect on the collective
goals as well as on the beliefs and values underlying them.

However, it is important to note that although structured community of practice
and shared leadership tend to promote critical reflection and bring change, many
can fall into the trap of conventional reflections according to frameworks set and
familiar to the community members that will make it difficult to actually transform
and acquire new perspectives internally and achieve the needed transformational
learning toward becoming critical reflective practitioners (Klein 2008). Therefore,
the authors propose that schools consider seeking the help of external ‘friendly crit-
ics’ to shed light on new aspects that will lead the teachers and the school adminis-
trators to examine and question the beliefs and values behind their current reflective
practices, as well as its goals and processes.

Moreover, the high reliance on structured guidance within the PD approach risks
hindering teachers from becoming self-directed reflective practitioners. Thus, the
PD program activities need to follow a developmental approach of supervision with
teachers (Glickman ez al. 2009) that aims at helping them become self-directed
learners. The PD director can assess the teachers’ competence in reflective practice
and the level at which they are practicing, taking into consideration their previous
experience to build further on it while attending to their individual developmental
needs. This will not only allow the school administration to respond to teachers’
needs and provide appropriate assistance to help them grow, but also will help them
identify those teachers who are ready to move to the next level and adopt with
them a less directive approach.

Lastly, the school can capitalize on the fact that the teachers are very happy with
collaborating formally and informally with their colleagues, and focus on develop-
ing teachers’ coaching skills in order to promote their ability to mentor their
colleagues on practicing reflection at higher levels.

Recommendations for further research

A lot of research remains to be done in the Lebanese cultural context. Several sug-
gestions for further research emerge from this study. First, more in-depth compara-
tive studies are needed to further examine the factors that support or hinder
teachers’ learning experiences at all levels (personal, PD program, organizational
arrangements and culture) and in different organizational contexts. Second, in-depth
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studies can be conducted to examine the nature of structured scaffolding and its role
in promoting teachers’ level of reflection. Finally, studies can be conducted to
examine further the impact of the identified enhancing factors on teachers’ reflective
practice.
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