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INTRODUCTION 
Nichelle Frank, Ph.D. 

Around the time that I was in second grade, I started keeping a journal. What began as an exercise in emulating some 
of my favorite fictional and non-fictional heroes (those who kept diaries, at least) later became a practice of regular self-
reflection. Although my personal journaling tended toward basic “documentary” writing, it created a moment for me to 
think carefully about how I spent my time, with whom, and why. Journaling slowed me down and laid everything out in 
front of me. I always felt like I could see life more clearly that way. 

When I was a doctoral student, a professor recommended keeping a “research journal,” which resulted in some mental 
breakthroughs and served as a good way to stay self-motivated. As a professor, I’ve kept both a research and teaching 
journal. Why all of this journaling? My hope is that it makes me more self-aware and helps me identify the best choices 
moving forward. But is it actually working? 

It is this theme of self-reflection that winds its way through this issue of the Journal on Empowering Teaching Excel
lence. In the articles that follow, reflective work (granted, a more guided kind than the freeform journaling I describe 
above) emerges as a powerful tool for both teachers and students. In particular, the combination of evidence in these 
articles shows that self-reflection—on the part of instructors as well as students—improves student learning. Readers can 
walk away from this issue with valuable ideas for rethinking their roles and practices as educators as well as practical tools 
to implement in their classes. It is a dream combination of pedagogical thinking and practicality. 

To kick off this analysis, “A Participatory Exercise in Developing Syllabi with Adult Learners” by Laneshia Conner 
(University of Kentucky), Nikki Jones (Spalding University), Jason P. Johnston (University of Kentucky) takes a critical 
approach to understanding pedagogy with adult learners by involving students in the creation of the syllabus for the 
course they will take. As such, the authors are questioning and challenging dominant ideologies related to the roles of 
instructor versus students while acknowledging student interpretations of intended course objectives and valuing those 
interpretations. For “A Participatory Exercise,” this included an analysis of the effects when educators shared the process 
of creating course syllabi with adult learners, specifically learners in a graduate social work course. As a result, students 
felt that their opinions mattered and learned a lesson crucial not just to social work but also to social relations—that is, 
what happens when power is less centralized. 

In “On Becoming Online Educators,” Rachel Toncelli (Northeastern University) and Leila Rosa (EduCulture Con
sulting) analyze the experiences of adult learners and the educators who teach these adult learners, specifically the effects 
of online learning and teaching during COVID-19. The crux here is that the authors were educating teachers in how to 
be online educators at the time that the pandemic had suddenly thrown them into learning the best online education 
practices as well. In other words, the authors were scrambling to learn what they were needing to teach and journaled as 
a way to engage in personal reflection throughout the process. Deeply personal, researched, and informative, this piece 
promises to guide readers in thinking about their own instructional practices, power, and potential. The authors con
clude that online learning led to greater depth and stronger individual participation that they want to translate to in-per
son learning environments as they “redefine what participation looks like.” Additionally, the authors advocate for more 
collaboration among faculty and more institutional support for such collaboration, including in the tenure process. 

“Crisis Meets Opportunity: Empowering Faculty when Returning to the Higher Education Classroom” by Nicole 
Luongo (Saint Peter’s University), Michael Finetti (Saint Peter’s University), Kimberly Case (Saint Peter’s University), 
Jay Garrels (Saint Peter’s University), and Renee Evans (University of Miami) explores higher education as the 
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COVID-19 pandemic declined and instructors re-entered physical classroom spaces. Based on a survey of higher educa
tion faculty, the authors explain that teachers who implemented emergency remote teaching reflected upon what they 
had learned and empowered themselves with these pandemic teaching experiences as they entered physical classrooms in 
Fall 2021. While the threat of the pandemic evolved (and could continue to do so in the future), so must approaches to 
teaching during crisis. Among the successes outlined herein, the authors recognize the uses of new technologies for com
munication and instruction, addressing equity issues, and adding more inclusive practices to their classes. While many 
factors influence the ability of instructors to implement ongoing changes, including whether they have institutional sup
port to participate in professional development opportunities to learn new best practices, the authors conclude that the 
experiences of the faculty during the pandemic can lead to more inclusive learning environments. 

Jessica M. Parks’ “‘It’s not always poor decisions’: Shifts in business student’s attitudes toward poverty after complet
ing SPENT” shifts our attention to the power of SPENT, a digital poverty simulation, in introducing students to the 
experiences of those living in impoverished situations. This article examines four themes in students’ attitudes toward 
poverty: (1) laziness and poor decisions, (2) multiple causes, (3) low wages, and (4) importance of education. In order to 
understand student learning as a result of using SPENT, the author examined reflective essays about the simulation activ
ity that students had submitted. Parks notes that a simulation like SPENT aligned students’ views with a lived reality. 
Parks’ study is an inspiration and justification for not just SPENT but also the development of other such simulations 
and assignments. 

In “Promoting Student Reflection Through Reflective Writing Tasks,” Elena Taylor (Utah State University) presents 
a generous selection of prompts used to promote student learning through a variety of written tasks. Taylor argues that 
assignments like reflective journals, reflections on writing assignments, reflections on teacher and peer feedback, writing-
to-learn activities, and letters to the Reviewer can translate to various teaching contexts. To demonstrate the effective
ness of these assignments, this article provides samples of student work for each assignment type. Notable in the samples 
are the detailed descriptions that students include about their research and writing processes as well as looking ahead to 
methods they might implement for improvement in future work for the course. 

Beyond the individual contributions of each article in this issue is their combined power in supporting the use of 
reflective work in higher education, both as educators and learners. Indeed, as the articles demonstrate here, educators 
are themselves lifelong learners who benefit from time spent reflecting. Moreover, it is not just what instructors choose 
to do that creates effective learning but how their students perceive the learning experience as well. So please excuse me 
while I go journal for a while about what I’ve learned from these articles. Will you join me? 
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A PARTICIPATORY EXERCISE IN DEVELOPING 
SYLLABI WITH ADULT LEARNERS 

Laneshia Conner, Ph.D.; V. Nikki Jones, DSW; and Jason P. Johnston, Ph.D. 

Abstract 

Transformative participatory approaches in education are positioned to challenge traditional models where 
instructors bear all responsibility for knowledge creation and learners are passive recipients of knowledge. The 
promotion of participatory learning and critical pedagogy is essential to helping professionals seeking to under
stand oppressive structural barriers and employing strategies to dismantle these structures. This article describes a 
participatory approach undertaken to guide learners through an exercise to co-create syllabus content in a gradu
ate social work course. Learners identified three themes, concerns, fears, and problems, related to the course mate
rial. Learners were also asked to think about how they could address the three themes to apply new information 
to problem solve. Through the syllabus cloud activity, learners shaped course content, decided on the format to 
deliver content, and applied their status as adult learners in an intentional way. As educators prepare to critically 
and intentionally dismantle aspects of the learning milieu that may perpetuate systems of oppression, collabora
tive learning and teaching can help to reduce oppressive practices. Reflections for formative and summative eval
uation and future research are discussed. 

Keywords: critical pedagogy, participatory learning, graduate education 

Participation as an act of sharing is different than participation as an act of sharing power (White, 1996). Formal edu
cation has a history of occurring in schools under trained professionals and relies heavily on the participation of both 
instructors and learners. Instructors are positioned to exercise a great amount of authority over their learners, play
ing critical roles in their development, with institutionalized roles that often mimic the values of the dominant culture 
(Kumashiro, 2000; Strong, 2007). Previous scholars, such as Paulo Freire (2005), have created dialogues about this posi
tioning, stating that instructors are often placed in positions that involve an oppressive dominant culture. Of note is 
that Eurocentric knowledge has been centered as legitimate knowledge, therefore, the experiences of other cultures and 
their learning styles and pedagogical needs have been greatly minimized (Kumashiro, 2000).  There are many other chal
lenges and complex nuances related to relational dynamics in education, as such, social constructivism provides a guide 
to understanding the interactional space that both learners and instructors can occupy, and that illustration of relational 
power can be mutually constructed and negotiated between the two groups (Manke, 1997; Kumashiro, 2000; Strong, 
2007). The classroom is a place where power relations can be addressed, and instructors have an opportunity to raise 
awareness among learners while affirming and respecting the culture of the learners and their needs (Sidky, 2017). Even 
though instructors are bound to accreditation and department-specific standards, therefore unable to fully share power 
(White, 1996), it is hopeful that participatory models can be leveraged and used to increase the sharing of power with 
students. The transformative power of addressing the complexities of shared power inside the classroom have potential 
to address oppression, change narratives, and redistribute power among learners (Mertens, 2007). 
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Background 

Paulo Freire led the discussion and development of reflecting on educational practices that are inherently oppressive and 
perpetuate the marginalization of learners (Adams et al., 2016). Freire (2005) challenged the banking concept of educa
tion, which views students as empty receptacles for teachers to fill, as an instrument of oppression common in all disci
plines. While the application of critical consciousness in social work education is relatively new, this type of awareness is 
important for learners entering the workforce and for instructors during course development. 

This paper reflects on the position of adult learners and their instructors and aims to provide an idea for human service 
educators with curriculum planning and considerations that actively involve learners in the learning process (Ismail & 
Groccia, 2022). When using terms, such as “participatory,” great care should be taken to understand the context of par
ticipation during learning activities. This becomes extremely important when participation is used as an action to change 
the development of a certain part of a course. This paper attempts to look at the challenge of sharing power in the class
room using a critical perspective (Freire, 2005; Knipe, 2020; Kumashiro, 2000; Kumashiro, 2006). A critical perspective, 
a lens that allows for the questioning and challenging of dominant ideologies while acknowledging different interpreta
tions and valuing those differences, was adopted throughout the paper with a purpose of advocating a pedagogical stance 
that would encourage the empowerment of learners by way of sharing in the construction of course components. While 
in formative stages, it is the hope of the authors to communicate the intent behind the actions taken in an isolated obser
vation to develop a better understanding of how to share power or redistribute power in the classroom. 

Participatory learning and critical pedagogy (Bohman, Flynn, & Celikates, 2019; Freire, 2005; Kincheloe, 2004), while 
distinct in their origins and characteristics, share tools and strategies to develop the knowledge base of adult learners, 
which can contribute to educational developments that lead to social change and contextualized learning experiences 
(Bozalek & Biersteker, 2010). Participatory learning has roots in critical pedagogy, where radical transformations of edu
cation within educational institutions have resided (Taylor & Fransman, 2003). Participatory learning (PL) is an edu
cational method that concerns itself with social and community justice and the collective approach to adult education 
(Missingham, 2013). Akin to the present reflection, PL draws upon the participants, in this instance adult learners, as 
the co-constructers of the learning experience. Through shared leadership, learning is more representative of the people 
involved. 

Critical pedagogy shares in the collaborative process of reflexive thinking by innovating teaching practices to be more 
representative of adult learners; yet longstanding practices of graduate education are often resistant and, at times, coun
terproductive to the dialogic approaches in PL. An enduring convention of teacher-centered processes of graduate edu
cation include deficit approaches to pedagogy: the teacher is the expert, the curriculum is designed with the most salient 
components, conventional lectures serve the purpose of providing knowledge, exams are able to assess learners’ abilities 
and capacities related to course material, and, most importantly, the learners’ experiences are valued based on the quan
tification of memorized knowledge and performance-based assessments. As graduate programs continue to struggle to 
find constructive ways of engaging, interacting, and assessing learners across learning environments (e.g., online, face-to-
face, hybrid, hyflex, etc.), analysis and critique of educational practices using critical pedagogies have advantages for adult 
education. 

In keeping with the discussion about critical pedagogies, PL can be defined as an emancipatory educational approach 
with the ability to supplant traditional vertical relationships and “deposit-making” pedagogies with collaborative learning 
and “co-intentional practices” where both learners and teachers are subjects who create reality (Freire, 2005, p. 79). His
torically, graduate education has participated in PL through explicit curriculum. For example, in social work graduate 
education, learners developing an action-oriented project in their field placement to learn anti-racist skills (e.g., Basham 
et al., 2001), having critical dialogue in a social policy course about reports of race-based laws that are unconstitutional 
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(e.g., Knipe, 2020), and developmental activities such as confronting oppression and developing critical consciousness 
through other frameworks using a transcultural perspective (e.g., Drabble et al., 2012). 

In the late 1960s, John Dewey suggested that learners’ needs should be integrated with social demands, encouraging 
freedom and structure to interact with one another as opposed to against one another (Williams, 2017). One of Dewey’s 
larger contributions was the notion that learners’ experiences must include a form of engagement through the creation of 
opportunities by the instructor. This is where the difference in the type of participation becomes paramount. How can 
instructors empower learners through emancipatory educational practices, with the goal of sharing power and not just 
sharing in participation? Using narrative discourse, this article reflects on a participatory approach to engage learners in 
sharing power, to the fullest extent possible, by guiding learners through an exercise to co-create topical areas of a syllabus 
in a graduate-level social work course. The syllabus is a physical artifact that outlines key elements of a course, serving 
as a contract for communication and record-keeping (Fink, 2012; Wheeler, Palmer, & Aneece, 2019). While recent dis
cussion has described the syllabus as a learning tool versus a contract between instructors and learners (i.e., Harrington, 
& Thomas, 2018; O’Brien, Millis, & Cohen, 2008), it provided the current opportunity to reflect on the imbalance of 
power that the syllabus as a contract created and encouraged the invitation to learners to help engineer parts of the syl
labus to share power through decision making. 

In social work education, a number of researchers have documented conscious and unconscious oppression within 
social work education, such as harassment, discrimination, different forms of violence, exclusion, differential treatment 
based on gender and race/ethnicity (Wagner & Yee, 2011). Less visible and yet equally harmful are ideologies that mar
ginalize or minimize underrepresented groups and encourage learners who are non-White to conform to a mainstream 
ideology of learning. Learners respond to these treatments in different ways, which are not always easy to identify. For 
instance, a common way that Black students and other students of color conform is through code switching, which is 
when Black students change their interactional style to soften racial-ethnic identity in order to acclimate to the academic 
environment (Payne & Suddler, 2014). Hyper-performing and hidden injuries are terms associated with how learners 
can respond to oppressive treatments (Berila, 2016). Research has indicated that this conformity can negatively impact 
the social and academic performance of Black students (Payne & Suddler, 2014). 

Some learners who internalize racial oppression have a lower value for higher education (Brown et al., 2016). Most 
traditional college students are emerging adults trying to configure an identity separate from their families of origin; how
ever, as indicated by Payne and Suddler (2014), many Black students and other students of color are also reconciling a 
mainstream professional identity with their racial-ethnic identity. Therefore, it is crucial that academic spaces become 
more inclusive to reduce the strain and stress associated with marginalization and conformity within graduate social 
work education. Social work as a profession is complicated, as the effect of racist ideologies and power differentials can 
be observed across the curriculum in how programs value grading systems, program concentrations, and the diversity 
of its faculty. These decisions, among other observations, suggest that social work educators take swift action to address 
disparities, starting with what occurs in the academic space of a classroom. Like most disciplines, social work education 
is rooted in primarily Eurocentric discourse; thus, to eliminate racial bias and oppressive structures within the learning 
milieu, instructors will need to develop PL strategies and critical pedagogies that enable them to think alongside learners. 

Kumashiro (2000) suggested two ways to develop inclusive and anti-oppressive education: (1) the provision of psy
chologically safe, physical spaces for learners and (2) teaching to all learners by incorporating facets of their identity into 
the classrooms. Paulo Freire (2005) challenged educators to critically reflect on oppressive teaching practices that reduced 
student voice and dialogue. Too often, professors present a classroom environment that turns a blind eye to pressing 
social issues due to fear of having to manage conflict, transference, and countertransference. The falsehood that classes 
can be declared ‘safe spaces’ needs to be disrupted because “[s]afe spaces emerge. They are not created” (Hunt, 2019, 
para. 9). Often the classroom space does not feel safe for a student from an underrepresented racial/ethnic group (hooks, 
2014). What a professor might consider a “neutral space,” where students are expected to quietly sit and listen to lectures, 
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may not feel safe for a student of color (hooks, 2014). So, race-based caucuses or affinity groups are important to offer as 
“within-group” safe spaces to support student engagement, reflection, and critical analysis (Abdullah et al., 2016; Vargh
ese et al., 2019). 

Further, anti-oppressive education extends beyond diversity to culturally relevant practices that challenge colorblind
ness or passive regard of learners’ identities. Andragogy, adult learning principles, carries out this second suggestion by 
supporting the idea that adult learners should be involved in the learning process (Knowles et al., 2005). The principles 
of andragogy provide insight into strategies for facilitating adult learning, such as incorporating life experiences, fostering 
responsibility for one’s own learning, and employing a self-directed approach (Deck et al., 2017). Central to the andr
agogical model is the assumption that adult learners have moved from being dependent on an authority for knowledge 
to being self-directed or independent in their self-concept as a learner (Knowles et al., 2005). Over time, adult learners’ 
cumulative experiences shape what and how they learn. Based on social roles that one develops over time, adults orient 
learning to tasks associated with those roles. An adult’s orientation to learning develops to an “immediacy of applica
tion” (Knowles, 1990, p. 119). Lastly, as one ages, the motivation to learn means something different and is more internal 
(Knowles et al., 2005). 

Gitterman (2004) wrote that to create a climate for collaborative learning, the use of andragogical principles is needed. 
When learners give input, they transition from docile receivers of course content to co-creators with learning responsibil
ities (Freire, 2005). A syllabus exercise that invites, supports, and relies upon student participation and reactions to the 
course content and material is a learning strategy also described as a “liquid syllabus” (Pacansky-Brock et al., 2020, p.11). 
With a liquid syllabus, the text is not in a fixed form until after class starts. In this way, the syllabus starts as a liquid rather 
than a solid. Learners help to shape and solidify aspects of the syllabus by negotiating with the instructor. Learners chal
lenge the banking concept of education and internalized perceptions of themselves as passive recipients when they offer 
reactions to and help shape the course syllabus (Freire Institute, n.d.). 

Ken Bain (2004), author of What the Best College Teachers Do, described a syllabus-creation scenario that encourages 
independent ways of thinking for future adult learners. A promising syllabus, which is not a phrase he constructed but 
one he adopted and enhanced, is the course’s promise to learners, indicating what they will gain from the course by the 
end of the semester. The syllabus describes the activities that they will engage in to fulfill that promise (Lang, 2006). 

Adopting a new way of viewing the role of educator can pose a challenge, particularly when institutions of higher 
education have not prepared learners to think in a way that is intentionally anti-oppressive. As Freire (2005) noted, the 
traditional banking concept of education promotes passivity among learners; therefore, change may be difficult for learn
ers who are unconscious about the oppressive nature of traditional education. These learners may be disinterested and 
undetermined to switch roles from a receiver of knowledge to a co-creator with learning responsibilities. Even with this 
challenge in mind, anti-oppressive education still supports the strengths perspective in social work practice (Saleebey, 
2013) and active teaching and learning, which is common in higher education and widely validated as beneficial to stu
dents (Association of American Colleges and Universities, n.d.). Thus, based on the suggestion from Gitterman (2004) 
to encourage input starting in the first class and with the course syllabus, I, the lead author on this publication, created 
the syllabus exercise to overcome power relations in the classroom, promote mutual collaboration between learner and 
instructor on an activity, and employ a self-directed adult learning approach. 

The Syllabus Exercise 

This activity was not conducted as a systematic investigation to develop generalizable knowledge; therefore, IRB 
approval was not required. The experiences described herein are shared for reflective teaching and learning purposes only. 
The syllabus exercise was conducted in a graduate social work course, which was second in a two-course sequencing of 
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human behavior in the social context. For context, this social work course was delivered at a private teaching institu
tion. The learners were registered as part-time, social work graduate learners and had the same instructor for the previous 
course. There was a total of eight learners who identified as female. The course was structured using a hybrid model with 
three face-to-face meetings and online course content in between the face-to-face meetings. 

The guiding framework for this activity was a participatory learning framework, which can allow for reflective 
processes to uncover what learners know and help them create new meaning (Simmons, Barnard, & Fennema, 2011). 
The reason for the syllabus exercise was to encourage participatory learning and engage in shared decision making. Not 
many learners can look back and say, “I helped construct my course syllabus,” and “I directly influenced what I learned 
and how it was delivered.” The syllabus exercise was also a way to begin the course with a collaborative exercise to facili
tate fuller participation. 

During the first class meeting, the syllabus, which included standard information that is found in all syllabi (i.e., 
instructor contact information, meeting dates, course description, accessibility statement, course information, course 
objectives, textbook information, expectations, and a grading scale) was displayed. There was an additional page of an 
outline of the course schedule, with dates as placeholders and themes from the text. The themes were the focus of this 
course, including developmental stages, from pre-pregnancy to late adulthood. Therefore, it was easy to have text chap
ters correspond with the themes because the text went in the same order. There were no assignments listed in the syl
labus, as the intention of the first meeting was to facilitate a conversation on the themes of the course and how to achieve 
knowledge of those themes. The draft syllabus was displayed on the projector and learners were given time to review it. 
The syllabus cloud activity was introduced and explained, with emphasis that we would build not only the activities for 
the course but also decide what practice skills they hoped to gain to make the knowledge applicable. Here is a breakdown 
of the agenda for the initial class meeting: 

• For the first 15 minutes, the instructor explained their teaching philosophy, style, and beliefs and how they were 
informed by adult learning principles. This was a necessary first step because many learners have come from a tradi
tional way of being present in a classroom where the instructor leads or wields power as the knowledge bearer, and 
they are participants, active or passive. 

• Next, for the second 15 minutes, the grading and assessment philosophies were explained. It was explained that 
their participation in the critical reflection and critique of their peers was also a part of assessment. 

• For the third 15 minutes, the Syllabus Cloud activity was introduced. 

The Syllabus Cloud Activity 

There were four primary steps involved in the syllabus cloud activity: 

1. Introduction of main skills to be developed in the course. 
2. Learners share fears. 
3. Learners make connections. 
4. Learners apply new information to problem solve. 

A brief introduction of the main skills that learners would gain from the course was described. A few of these skills 
included studying human development in the social context, examining micro concerns of personal development, and 
using frameworks to evaluate theoretical explanations for human behavior across the lifespan. Afterwards, the syllabus 
was displayed on the projector to review the social work competencies and course description. The social work compe
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tencies in this course were engaging and assessing individuals, families, groups, organizations, and communities (Council 
on Social Work Education, 2015). The next step was to invite learners to share their biggest fears. In a slide presenta
tion, the following topics from the course schedule in the syllabus were listed: defining human behavior, pre-pregnancy 
to early childhood, middle childhood to adolescence, early adulthood to middle adulthood, and late adulthood. Each 
learner was given several Post-it Notes and asked to write down their top five fears or problems in each category as it 
related to micro theoretical perspectives that emphasize the biological, psychological, sociological, and diversity dynamics 
of individual human behavior throughout the life cycle. It was emphasized to learners that the classroom was a protected 
space, and they were encouraged to step out of their comfort zone and be transparent about fears and concerns. 

Next, learners were asked to connect the dots between the activities and fears. Once they had completed writing on the 
Post-it Notes, they were then asked to pick their top five overall fears and write each one on a separate post-it. After that 
step was completed, they brought their Post-it Notes to an adjacent wall. It was explained to them that we were going 
to create problem clouds, an activity where we could see what problems or fears were common among them. A learner 
was asked to volunteer to read their problem and post it. Afterward, for those remaining, they were asked to look at their 
Post-it Notes and see if they had similar problems or fears. Those who raised their hand then proceeded to add their Post-
it Notes to the wall. This step was repeated until all of the Post-it Notes were on the wall. This act of sharing and group
ing was only intended to discuss the content of the Post-it Notes, yet conversations veered into other discussions about 
the Post-it Notes. The last step consisted of learners using the newfound information about fears or problems related to 
the course. This step was introduced with the statement, “We are going to solve these problems!” After I returned to the 
podium and pulled up the course schedule, which included dates and tentative deliverables, a column was added using 
track changes for students’ fears and problems. Using the groupings on the wall, and one by one, an inductive approach 
was used to analyze their statements based on the five topics of the course. The discussion was largely driven by the learn
ers, with some moving their Post-it Notes to different ‘clouds’ after reconsidering or redefining what their Post-it meant. 

Learners were asked to think about how they could address the three themes using course topics—an example of a 
concern related to adolescent development and parenting. A learner expressed concern that a parent could challenge their 
skills and knowledge because they did not have children of their own. Interestingly, the dialogue that followed this con
cern shifted the conversation. The learners came up with several categories of ways or activities that would be helpful in 
addressing their original perceived limitations. For tracking purposes, notes were recorded, and pictures were taken of 
the Post-it covered wall. As the class session concluded, we discussed how knowledge obtained from the course would 
help them solve some of their fears. The class was told that the syllabus would be updated and introduced before the next 
meeting. 

Reflections 

With the instructor as a facilitator, learners contributed ideas to create a syllabus for a graduate social work course. The 
syllabus cloud activity provided an opportunity for collaboration between learners and the instructor while slightly dis
rupting the traditional vertical hierarchy of education where instructors create a syllabus without input from learners 
(Freire, 2005; Knipe, 2020). The syllabus cloud activity was designed to move beyond what White (1996) described as 
nominal participation, that is, a display. It was intentioned that it would support instrumental and representative par
ticipation, where learners provided input and had an opportunity to leverage their influence about gathering and using 
learner input in the beginning stages of the course. This exercise also aimed to provide an opportunity for learners to 
shift from being consumers of education to co-creators, empowering them as well as exposing them to the issue of unin
tentionally perpetuating oppressive practices. 

There are several important factors that should be considered before conducting the syllabus exercise. First, the exer
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cise may be challenging with larger class sizes and students and instructors who are unfamiliar with each other. The exer
cise was conducted with a small class of eight students and, therefore, was not difficult to execute with one instructor. 
Additionally, the instructor had a history with the learners. The established relationship contributed to a level of trust to 
speak freely and openly. 

Secondly, a hallmark of most courses is a syllabus with a completed course schedule and corresponding assignments 
and activities. Consequently, the presentation of a draft syllabus and the absence of course information could provoke 
some anxiety or cause some learners to panic, as they look forward to reviewing the syllabus to gain an idea of key due 
dates and assignments. Departments may have requirements and expectations of teaching faculty to have information 
documented and publicly available for students, so there would need to be discussion with administrators and agreed-
upon terms on how this would look in those instances. 

As higher education prepares to accommodate online student learners due to the residual effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the flexibility that this activity affords needs to be modified for face-to-face, hybrid, and fully online courses. 
Conducting this exercise in person may look different in larger class sizes (e.g., with 45 learners or more) and require 
more prep from the instructor. With hybrid courses, creating room during out-of-class time for the review of the draft 
syllabus will be necessary, as with F2F, budgeting in class time will warrant the same type of consideration. For distance 
learning courses, this could be handled asynchronous or synchronous, yet also require planning from the instructor. 

In addition to preparation, the type of assignments or activities that can be implemented based on the feedback from 
the activity will vary based on the method of instruction. Given that this course ran for six weeks, with three face-to-
face meetings, politics related to participation were not fully explored. As illustrated by White (1996), participation is 
both a concept and practice (p.144), and it would be ideal to have a distinction of the type of participation this activ
ity could yield (i.e., instrumental and/or representative versus nominal). A 15-week semester would yield more time for 
development compared to an even shorter term, such as 3- or 4-week accelerated terms. Finally, instructors are reminded 
to review and adhere to their program’s guidelines for the assessment of student learning outcomes. The Council on 
Social Work Education’s (2015) Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards requires accredited programs to assess 
each of the nine social work competencies with two measures. Hence, prior to the syllabus exercise, instructors should 
identify the benchmarks necessary to measure and report assessment of student learning. As aforementioned, there are 
things that will limit the sharing of power, and this is one of them. Being able to have candid conversations about this 
during the activity may help with the power imbalance. 

Discussion 

Transformative participatory learning and the use of collaborative activities in social work education require that the 
instructor acknowledge their power and privilege as the facilitator (Mertens, 2007). This is an area that needs further 
investigation, as it relates to pedagogical practices, and development out into a richer exercise. If this activity was used as 
a form of evaluation, the positionality of the instructor would need to be assessed to account for variation in the instruc
tor’s perception of the outcomes of the activity compared to the learners’ perceptions (e.g., Martin & Van Guten, 2002; 
Wager, 2014). Face-to-face versus online administration of this activity also needs further consideration to determine 
the advantages and disadvantages that participation play into the experience. While there is not much evidence to sup
port that online learning can reduce certain biases, if the syllabus activity is used for any evaluative purposes, it will need 
to be modified. A way to address this is to use a summative evaluation of the activity. Summative feedback is another 
dimension that will add to this activity, as learners’ input about their experience in engaging in the activity is paramount. 
Overall, student feedback post-class and post-course was encouraging. From the course evaluation feedback, a couple of 
comments were: 
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• “I like that way that she incorporated some things that we wanted to know and learn into the course.” 
• “She encouraged everyone to participate.” 
• “This professor is one of my favorites here at [redacted]. She … knows how to keep everyone engaged.” 

Lastly, a formative assessment of the syllabus activity could be insightful for development and use as a pedagogical tool. 
Exploring a study design with courses where this activity takes place, including questions that reflect the observations 
based on changes to the syllabus, would be indicators of how learners adopted the syllabus. A systematic investigation of 
the syllabus activity could address the questions: What do we know about learners who assimilate to syllabi and course 
content quickly without question compared to those who need more time to process the course information or those 
who do not understand it, compared to those who helped create it? 

The syllabus activity illustrates how instructors can address the power dynamic often experienced in the classroom 
through a transformative participatory experience. Learners are asked on the first day of class to participate in this activity, 
allowing for a shift in power for the course. Decentralizing power is an essential step to enhancing social work education 
and empowering learners to set up the course for their learning experiences, moving instructors from nominal participa
tory practices to more instrumental and representative practices. 

This reflection contributes to a growing body of literature on participatory learning, critical pedagogy, and active 
engagement. While such anti-oppressive approaches are important, there remains a limited discourse in graduate educa
tion about instructional methodologies consistent with this perspective. Moreover, learners are voicing concern about 
the lack of expansive material and approaches in social work curriculum that address marginalization of not just client 
systems but also student populations. As Freire (2005) noted, higher education systems were originally designed to mir
ror an oppressive society; for example, “teacher knows everything and the students know nothing” or “teacher thinks and 
the students are thought about” (p. 13). The pursuit of anti-oppressive education challenges the hierarchical nature of 
academic spaces and processes in ways that can be uncomfortable for learners and instructors. Still, anti-oppressive social 
work education must promote that learners knowingly and critically think about themselves and the world. As a result, 
from the perspective of Freire, these learners may 

… perceive through their relations with reality that reality is really a process, undergoing constant transformation. If men 
and women are searchers and their ontological vocation is humanization, sooner or later they may perceive the contradic
tion in which banking education seeks to maintain them, and then engage themselves in the struggle for their liberation. 
(Freire, 2015, p. 75) 

From anti-oppressive approaches, learners can also actualize behaviors consistent with professional competencies. This 
paper demonstrates how an anti-oppressive ideology using the syllabus activity with graduate students can possibly trans
form learners to have a more active and collaborative role in teaching and learning. 

Conclusion 

Graduate education has the capacity to pursue transformative pedagogical practices that benefit learners by way of inclu
sion and reflective practice. As researchers and educators continue to explore ways that graduate curricula contribute to 
the marginalization of student populations, we should also seek to answer what differences are made possible by using 
collaborative and participatory approaches. Graduate students continue to express feelings of unpreparedness and uncer
tainty soon after they enter the workforce (e.g., Tham & Lynch, 2017; Wilson & Kelly, 2010). By engaging learners in an 
activity such as the syllabus cloud, instructors model how to empower others by mitigating power imbalances, which is 
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a skill transferable to the workforce. Therefore, this exercise offers implications for social work programs to understand 
and apply participatory learning principles in preparation of doctoral students. 

This paper has several limitations that readers should consider. Epistemology that demonstrates emancipatory poten
tial was the focus for this teaching observation. As such, the authors chose to use a critical framework based on the 
contributions of multiple theorists and scholars, however, it is recognized that it is not without challenges as well as 
opportunities. To be noted is that this is only one position to take when examining relational dynamics between instruc
tors and learners. There are other epistemological positions to contemplate when considering relationships that have 
hierarchical dynamics. There are several theories that can be included when examining underlying assumptions about 
life. A major criticism of critical theories is that they can present narrow rationales, mirroring the cultures they are seek
ing to change (Marzagora, 2016). For this reason, it would be important that in future observations and studies, scholars 
seek to use other theories to explore the influence, as there are multiple bodies of knowledge that support collaborative 
research in this area and can produce strong research and be successful. Another limitation is that while emancipatory 
paradigms are beneficial, they can fall short on challenging existing power structures (Kinsler, 2010). This is another area 
that will benefit from future inquiry, testing, and evaluation. 

For future applications, instructors would need to consider how to accommodate class differences. One consideration 
would be to have a pre- and post-test to assess perceptions of power and relational dynamics. Including sociodemo
graphic information of the learners would also be important as well as ranking and discipline for further analysis. An 
additional measure to consider would be on feelings of empowerment, as one of the goals of the activity is to embrace lib
eratory practices. Assessing how learners rate the activity and the outcomes of the course as a result of the activity would 
be important and insightful. For larger classes, instructors would need additional preparation to facilitate the activity 
and guide the students. Larger classes might consider using learning management systems to collect these suggested data 
as well as software to facilitate the cloud construction (i.e., programs like Padlet or live polling mechanisms). Addition
ally, learners would need reassurance that their level of engagement would not negatively impact their grade. Instructors 
would need to be creative in how they achieve this, yet it is important to consider for future applications. Lastly, consid
erations for online courses versus in-person classes would include budgeting time and levels of interaction. 

This syllabus cloud activity demonstrates how to intentionally flatten power structures within a classroom to mitigate 
imbalances for learners. The activity, in the opinion of the authors, cultivates a collaborative learning environment that 
can lead to learner empowerment and increase participation and motivation for learning. By adopting this exercise, devel
oping and current educators can become more effective instructors who model collaborative and liberatory approaches 
to education. Through this exercise, learners apply principles of critical thinking, reflective practice, and heightened 
awareness relative to their education. For educators who desire to provide adult learners with valuable skills that can be 
applied to learn anything, in academia, career, or life, we must be willing to support the process of learning in different 
ways and reject traditional, behavior-based pedagogies. 
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ON BECOMING ONLINE EDUCATORS: 

Developing Hybrid Learning-Centered Pedagogy 

Rachel Toncelli, Ed.D. and Leila Rosa, Ph.D. 

Abstract 

Recent global events pushed in-person learning to online formats. As K-12 teachers struggled with shifting from 
in-person to online teaching while adapting and adjusting instruction, and higher education prepared to do the 
same, two faculty members in a TESOL teacher preparation program joined forces to question assumptions 
about online teaching, reflect on praxis, and revisit pedagogy and practices through a critical autoethnographic 
study. Building from adult constructivist learning theory and collegial inquiry, the researchers utilized the pan
demic as a stage for innovation and an opportunity to study their own ability, as teacher educators, to adapt 
and develop in changing circumstances. Researcher journals, course evaluations, student projects, and recorded 
classes and discussions were analyzed to question assumptions about online pedagogy, perceptions of professors 
and students, and what innovation could accompany the return to face-to-face learning or hybrid models. This 
article presents their findings and offers a discussion about the importance of faculty re-envisioning pedagogi
cal practices that move beyond traditional lectures in favor of a more learning-centered classroom which priori
tizes problem solving and applying new knowledge in a variety of contexts. Furthermore, the researchers note the 
importance of collegial inquiry to innovating higher education. 

Keywords: online pedagogy, teacher education, adult constructivist learning theory, collegial inquiry, experiential 
learning, higher education, faculty development 

Introduction 

In March of 2020, campus life came to an abrupt halt while the COVID-19 pandemic took hold globally. As university 
faculty, we made an unexpected shift from in-person, on-campus teacher education classes into online, off-campus expe
riences. This abrupt shift raised anxieties, leaving us all searching for ways to adapt activities, engage students, and present 
content in innovative ways. 

The nature of our work in teacher education came to the forefront. Teacher education consists of a duality between 
presentation of theory and research and the modeling of pedagogical strategy. The teacher educator explicitly uses the act 
of teaching to simulate the methods of teaching; such practices focus not only on delivering and discovering content but 
also in showing what that content looks like in classrooms. For many, conducting class online was especially challeng
ing because modeling pedagogical strategies felt impossible without the four walls of the classroom. We have spent the 
previous decades ranting about the importance of preparing teachers for the twenty-first century student and seamless 
engagement with online platforms was baked into the narrative. We felt the weight of this responsibility and with it came 
the need to look into our own knowledge, skills, and comfort in working in a high-tech environment. The demand was 
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to “address the challenge while […] in the act of working on it” (Wagner, as cited in Drago-Severson, 2016, p.39). We 
were living in surreal times. 

Furthermore, around this time, Critical Race Theory (CRT) came under fire. CRT views the structures within which 
we work from the perspective of the interaction between race, racism and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). As teacher 
educators in a Teachers of English Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program, we felt confused about the increased 
attacks on CRT, which was the underpinning of all of our work. We were in the eye of the storm, subsequent to conser
vative media attacks and the misportrayal of CRT (Hess, 2021). The context made the teaching of criticality challenging 
due to the polarization of the matter. And for the first time we saw images of parents protesting about CRT in front of 
schools. The impact, in particular for us, was frontal. We work with teachers who teach racialized, ethnically and linguis
tically diverse student populations. These populations are on the rise, yet schools are failing them as evidenced by lower 
achievement outcomes (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017; Sanchez, 2017). We were now feeling and clearly 
seeing what Zinn (2014) has said: teaching is an entirely political act. 

While we were bearing the brunt of the moment, other faculty were eager for a return to “normal.” This was audible 
in the form of questions about when we would return to face-to-face classes and in comments about the stress of the 
moment. Minor (2021) reminds us that “[a]s soon as the pandemic hit, there [was] this really toxic discourse about, 
‘When are we going to get back to normal?’” (Minor, C. as cited in Ehrenhalt, p. 48). For us, this was not an option. We 
could see how the pandemic was disproportionately affecting the racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse K-12 learn
ers, children that our students would be or were already teaching. These events and our positions as untenured faculty 
challenged and shook us. From this position, we knew that our interventions in faculty meetings had to be measured 
against the reality of our professional futures. 

Additionally, we felt concerned that an opportunity to revisit our pedagogy and practices would be wasted. Certain 
“that normal we left behind left far too many people at the margins” (Minor, C. as cited in Ehrenhalt, 2021, p. 48), we 
saw disruption as a needed opportunity in our field. We considered the pandemic a disaster that afforded us the opportu
nity to question and redesign a new normal. Instructors around the globe shared in the shift to online teaching. During 
the pandemic, 91% of universities around the world transitioned to online teaching (Oliveira et al., 2021). Prior to this 
emergency, however, higher education that focused on “classroom interactions solely [was] becoming outdated” (Oliveira 
et al., 2021, p. 359). Change was already needed prior to the pandemic. 

Our mission to develop critical teachers who challenge hegemonic power imbalances in school and society which mar
ginalize non-dominant racialized, cultural, and linguistic students and families further underscored this need for change. 
The intent of teacher education “has been to support novices to develop a vision of high-quality teaching that is con
tent-rich, rigorous, and meaningful to students, and which novices can enact in their classrooms” (McDonald, Kazemi, 
& Schneider Kavanagh, 2013, p. 379) yet, despite this intent, teacher education has failed to create teachers who can fully 
operationalize critical practices (Burciaga & Kohli, 2018) that challenge hegemonic positions and lead to teacher advo
cates that are socially justice-minded. Thus, prior to the pandemic, additional research into teacher educator pedagogy 
was already past due. Becoming online practitioners forced us to abandon customary routines and practices and renego
tiate why and how we do what we do. 

Immediately, we took the opportunity to look within and conduct analysis of how our perceptions changed and 
opened the space to reconsider, question and reflect on our assumptions and practices about in-person versus online 
teaching and teacher education. This focus on adult development, and our own development, within the realm of 
teacher education, was essential as a correlation between educator learning and improved student learning outcomes 
exists (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 7). Online study became the reality so our pedagogical approaches should purposefully 
and critically adapt. In the consideration of returning to “normal,” we seek additional discussion of how to innovate 
towards a better normal through this study. Though CRT and fostering justice-oriented teachers are essential require
ments of our work, the focus of this study is not how we are grounded in CRT or how we develop socially-minded teach
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ers; instead, our purpose is critical self-analysis of our teaching trajectory, during this very particular moment, to consider 
ongoing pedagogical improvement. 

Research Questions 

The central questions guiding this research are: 

• In what ways have our perceptions changed in terms of face-to-face versus online teaching and learning? 
• What are our perceptions about student engagement and achievement? 
• What are our perceptions about how our professional positionality is altered in online teaching? 
• What learning can we take with us should we return to face-to-face teaching? 

Theoretical Framework 

Following Kolb and Kolb (2005), we understand learning as a process which requires reflection on concrete experience. 
Thus, 

all learning is relearning. Learning is best facilitated by a process that draws out students’ beliefs and ideas about a topic, so 
that they can be examined, tested, and integrated with the new, more refined ideas. (Kolb & Kolb, 2005, p. 194). 

Because adults bring more established and varied experiences and knowledge to new learning, and because we were 
reflecting not only on the learning of the adult students in our courses but also on our own ability to adapt in changing 
circumstances, this study was guided by adult learning theory. We have viewed our experiences and that of our students 
from the lens of Adult Constructivist-Developmental (ACD) Theory as first conceptualized by Kegan (1982; 2018) and 
extended to include collegial inquiry by Drago-Severson (2009). We explore ACD and describe how collegial inquiry 
guided this study. 

Kegan notes that ACD considers “adult meaning making [as] a relational theory that places the thinking and acting 
person within a complex context” (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016, p. 248). A constructivist theory of learning must first 
attend to learner epistemologies; ACD posits that adults not only change our meanings but also the very form by which 
we are making our meanings (Kegan, 2018). Thus, ACD considers not only diverse ways of knowing but also changing 
ways of knowing as development occurs. To better understand this distinction, a closer look at the three specific tenets 
of Kegan’s ACD, constructivism, developmentalism, and the subject-object balance is essential. 

Constructivism 

Constructivism posits that we make meaning from our lived experiences (Drago-Severson, 2016) and “build a self 
through interpersonal pathways” (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016, p. 248). According to Chang (2021), “people construct 
knowledge from activities and reflections rather than passively absorbing information” (p. 7), and constructivism builds 
from the premise that meaning making, and therefore knowledge construction, happens dynamically in the negotiation 
of lived experiences and new interactions, thus allowing the “complex context” (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016, p. 248) of 
individual identities and experiences to factor into ways of knowing. 
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Developmentalism 

ACD is also founded on the notion of developmentalism, which recognizes that adult growth is possible (Drago-Server
son, 2016) and offers “hopeful principles about how to support adult growth so we can better manage the complexities 
of 21st century life” (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 33). Adults need to adapt to changing circumstances (Kegan, 2018) and 
that developmental theory must account for the dynamics of “relationships to authority, responsibility, ambiguity and 
complexity” (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 33). Developmentalism posits that adults progress through various stages of men
tal complexity, each with a unique way of knowing which stage affects approaches to incorporating new knowledge; these 
include the instrumental mind, the socializing mind, the self-authoring mind, and the self-transforming mind (Kegan, 
1982). When approaching learning from an instrumental way of knowing, adults tend to treat learning transactionally; 
the instrumental knower has a “what do you have that can help me” (Steward and Wolodko, 2016, p. 68) approach to 
knowledge creation. Accordingly, learning is about the “stor[ing] and process[ing] of information” (Stewart & Wolodko, 
2016, p. 250) with a focus on the “right” answer in a given situation (Drago-Severson, 2016; Stewart & Wolodko, 2016). 
Instrumental knowers seek learning contexts which provide them with information and a sense that a clear right and 
wrong answer exists. 

In contrast, adults who learn from a socializing way of knowing have a more developed ability to think in psychologi
cally abstract ways (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016), but they remain “other-focused…[and] often subordinate their needs to 
the needs of others” (Drago-Severson, 2016, p. 68). Socializing minds are “strongly influenced by the opinions and expec
tations of the social milieu and culture” (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016, p. 251), so they may feel compelled to align them
selves with dominant norms of their learning contexts and communities. Socializing knowers will benefit from learning 
contexts which help them navigate collaboration with others to find their own voices so as to resist the urge to succumb 
to peer norms (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016). 

Where socializing knowers require support developing their voices, self-authoring knowers are reflective enough about 
themselves and their contexts to recognize how their ways of knowing may differ from perceived norms (Stewart & 
Wolodko, 2016). The self-authoring knower “[has] developed the capacity to generate their own value systems and 
long-term purposes” (Drago-Severson, 2016, p. 68). Despite this reflective state, self-authoring knowers “struggle with 
transforming their deeply held personal frames of reference or mindsets to make sense of new experience” (Stewart & 
Wolodko, 2016, p. 251). In contrast, the self-transforming mind is one that can see their own cultural lens and the effect 
of their lived experiences on their knowing (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016). These learners will naturally focus their atten
tion on a more broad understanding of their overall learningand will benefit from learning contexts which allow them 
choice and agency (Stewart & Wolodko, 2016). Advancing adult development requires that learning is facilitated with 
scaffolds that consider that adult learners may be at any of these different epistemological places (Drago-Severson, 2016). 

The Subject-Object Balance 

As adults make epistemological shifts, there is an accompanying shift in the subject-object balance (Kegan, 1982; Kegan, 
2018; Drago-Severson, 2009). This subject-object balance, which is an adult’s ability to reflect on themselves, is the third 
tenet of ACD. More specifically, this notion reflects “the relationship between what we can take a perspective on (hold as 
‘object’) and what we are embedded in and cannot see or be responsible for (are ‘subject to’)” (Drago-Severson, 2009, p. 
37). Thus, as adults’ ways of knowing become more reflexive, so expands their ability to see more as objects. This expand
ing worldview is the focus of our work as teacher educators, but also as we consider our own learning. 
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Collegial Inquiry 

To consider our own learning, we rely on Drago-Severson’s (2009; 2016) extension of ACD to include collegial inquiry, 
which “involves purposefully reflecting on one’s own assumptions with one or more partners to further stretch one’s 
seeing, thinking, and feelings” (Drago-Severson, 2016, p. 77). However, collaboration of this sort requires trust among 
collaborators (Drago-Severson, 2009); in related research, Sverdup and Schei (2015) suggest that genuine collaboration 
requires a sense of psychological safety. When these conditions are established, engaging in reflective practice with peers 
can “help us to develop a deeper understanding of our assumptions on our thoughts and actions” (Drago-Severson, 
2009, p. 157). This notion of collegial inquiry has guided our process. 

Methodology 

Qualitative Research Approach 

This qualitative study uses a critical autoethnographic approach, which builds on the tradition of ethnographic research. 
Ethnography explores and makes meaning of a “culture-sharing group’s shared patterns of behavior, beliefs, and language 
that develop over time” (Creswell & Guetterman, 2019). In traditional ethnography, researchers seek objective distance 
from the culture-sharing group. A major critique of ethnography is this “crisis of representation” (Creswell & Guetter
man, 2019, p. 475) through which ethnographers claim authority to interpret a cultural group. In response to this cri
tique, autoethnography, or the systematic analysis of personal experience, “challenges canonical ways of doing research 
and representing others” (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011, History of Autoethnography section, para. 1). Autoethnogra
phy recognizes the duality of a researcher as both researcher and participant within a culture-sharing group; researchers 
become the source of emic and etic data (Creswell & Poth, 2018) and offer their positionality and context to help the 
reader interpret the study. Autoethnography transparently shares the study’s goal of offering truth as it is understood 
from the perspective of the researcher and not as if it represents a more global or absolute Truth (Creswell & Guetter
man, 2019). By refuting the notion of objective truth, autoethnography is “value-centered rather than pretending to be 
value-free” (Ellis et al., 2011, History of Autoethnography section, para. 3). Because the researcher is woven into the 
story, the urge to colonize the meaning of a culture-sharing group is diminished and the recognition that the researcher 
fundamentally affects the research is recognized (Ellis et al., 2011). 

We used a critical autoethnographic approach which focuses on “changing the status quo” (Creswell & Guetterman, 
2019, p. 479) and was developed “in response to current society, in which the systems of power, prestige, privilege, and 
authority serve to marginalized individuals who are from different classes, races, and genders” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, 
p. 92). Critical autoethnography is a “space for free speech, decolonized inquiry, and advocacy” (Holman Jones, 2021, 
p. 217) which “seeks a counternarrative to traditional qualitative research that positions the researcher as an omniscient 
expert” (Tilley-Lubbs, 2018, p.17). We recognize the privilege ascribed to our roles as university professors, yet also seek 
to explore the nuances of the hierarchies within academia and at the intersection of other aspects of our identities. We 
seek Freirian praxis (Freire, 2016) through which we engage in a learning dialectic alongside our students, and, as crit
ical autoethnographers of this work, we also recognize that Freire’s “conscientization is a fluid state, one that can only 
occur when we are willing to constantly confront our power and privilege” (Tilley-Lubbs, 2018, p. 13-14). In critical 
autoethnography, “theory and story exist in a mutually influential relationship” (Holman Jones, 2016, p. 229) as the 
researcher uses a theoretical lens to understand and tell the story of their experience within the culture-sharing group. 
In this study, we turned to theory, to our inner understandings, and to each other to make sense of our perceptions and 
experiences. This collective endeavor was conducted when the “world was in the throes of a global pandemic, racial vio
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lence, and environmental disaster” (Holman Jones, 2021, p. 217), and this collectivity served as a means for survival and 
sensemaking. Ellis et al. (2011) note that the co-constructed narratives of a critical autoethnography “illustrate the mean
ings of relational experiences, particularly how people collectively cope” (Authoethnographic Potentials, Issues, and Crit
icisms section, para. 9). In preparation for a return to “normal,” we use critical autoethnography to take with us the 
lessons learned to advocate for an enhanced new normal. 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 

Data for this study was collected and analyzed during the COVID-19 pandemic, beginning with our own journals and 
recorded meetings at the outset of the pandemic. In addition to capturing our individual experiences through journals 
and recordings of our discussions with each other, we gathered and reviewed course syllabi, evaluations, final projects, 
and class recordings for faculty-student and student-student interactions. Transcriptions, journals, and additional data 
were gathered as a collection of field notes and reviewed separately by each researcher who labeled units of text to “gener
ate an overall cultural interpretation of the group from the analysis” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 95). We, the researchers, 
then compared the outcome of interpretations, which allowed for a measure of inter-rater reliability at > 87%. This 
process permitted collaborative sensemaking of our lived experiences. 

The analysis process was ongoing as we consulted research and each other through the Spring of 2020 and, subse
quently, the 2020-2021 academic year; this dynamic ethnographic analysis process allowed us to reflect and revise our 
practices as we navigated changing circumstances. We have pivoted repeatedly through changing circumstances and have 
gathered what we learned here to promote additional discussion. 

Validity and Ethical Concerns 

We do not purport a representative truth; rather, we foreground our own identities and professional context for readers 
to interpret the meaning of this work within their own contexts and applications. Following Boghossian (2006), we 
recognize a constructivist notion of truth which reflects “the idea that there are multiple perspectives, interpretations 
and truths, and that each perspective has its own validity” (p. 715). We embrace the recognition in Ellis et al. (2011) 
that autoethnography “is one of the approaches that acknowledges and accommodates subjectivity, emotionality, and 
the researcher’s influence on research, rather than hiding from these matters or assuming they don’t exist” (History of 
Autoethnography section, para. 3). This study contains our collective understanding. 

From an ethical perspective, because autoethnographers are in the research location, protecting the anonymity of our 
research location and colleagues becomes difficult, and we run the risk of “implicat[ing] others in our work” (Ellis, et al., 
2011, Relational Ethics section, para. 1). To protect our colleagues’ privacy, we have not referenced any individual col
leagues in an identifiable way, and we have asked peers from our shared research location to review this study for fairness 
and contextual accuracy. For this study, Researchers 1 and 2 were the only collaborators due to the need for trust and 
psychological safety within a larger hierarchy. No funding supported this research, and there are no competing interests 
to declare. 

Cultural Context, Researcher Reflexivity, and the Collaborative 
Effort 

To interpret the meaning of this study, a clear picture of the culture-sharing group as well as researcher identity is essen
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tial. In this section, we define our cultural context, explore our positionality, and frame the collaborative effort that 
guided this study. 

Cultural Context 

We prepare in-service educators to support multilingual learners in their PK-Adult classrooms. Our mission is to prepare 
educators to be highly effective, reflective, engaged, and equity-focused, and so our work centers the development of 
social-justice oriented teachers. Because multilingual students are on the rise in K-12 schools and their educational out
comes lag behind those of their English-speaking peers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017; Sanchez, 2017), 
our work preparing their teachers has an ongoing sense of urgency. 

Yet no sense of urgency could prepare us for 2020. We left our offices for spring break in early March and soon learned 
that we would not be returning. We would complete the remainder of the semester online, and we were given an addi
tional week to reinvent courses for this new medium of instruction. We quickly learned that not all faculty were starting 
from the same technological experience levels. Some had never used the college’s online learning management system, 
and others, including ourselves, had some experience using these platforms. None of us had taught classes fully online, 
so the learning curve was steep. We had to rise to this adaptive challenge quickly because our students needed us to. 

This adaptive challenge was greater for our students in the TESOL program because they are teachers in local public 
school systems who were stretched to their own limits at work. In addition to navigating a new approach to their gradu
ate studies with us, they too were reinventing themselves at work. We all became remote educators, and, for some, teach
ing became a combination of masked-and-distanced-in-person teaching while also livestreaming to students at home. 
The means of instructional delivery changed regularly, so supporting graduate-student learning in this context required 
patience, flexibility, and a willingness to pivot alongside ever-changing circumstances. 

Initially, we expected the pandemic to subside quickly and we could not imagine that the entire 2020-2021 academic 
year would be online as well. Whatever sense of reactive urgency we had in that first semester to give ourselves leeway was 
no longer acceptable in the following year, for which we had experience and time to prepare. We learned much about 
teaching, learning, and ourselves that we feel compelled to take back to our physical classrooms or continued online learn
ing. To understand these lessons, it is first necessary that we share who we are and the nature of our collaboration. 

Researcher Reflexivity 

Peercy et al. (2019) recognize that, though there is a gap in the literature regarding the effect of teacher educators’ iden
tities on students and learning, teacher educators’ social identities interact with their professional identities, and “har
nessing the intersections between their professional and social identities benefitted students” (p. 4). Thus, to encourage 
sensemaking of our work, we center and make transparent who we are. 

I, Researcher 1, negotiate a privileged identity and perspective-expanding experiences. As a white, English-speaking, 
educated, heterosexual, middle-class woman in the United States, I have easy access to privilege. However, beyond this 
surface description, I am an individual who has learned much, and continues to learn, from experiences and others. I am 
a bilingual who has lived, studied, and worked outside of the United States and has struggled to maintain my own chil
dren’s bilingualism in an English-dominant educational context. I have worked with multilingual students from around 
the world. From them, I learned much about my own cultural perspective. They have helped me see the world through 
their cultural, linguistic, and racialized experiences, all of which has created within me the ongoing desire to check my 
own privilege and perspective. I see my role in education not as a teacher who owns a classroom, but as a partner in an 
educational endeavor in which we can all learn from each other. As a university professor, a certain level of power is auto
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matically ascribed to my status, yet this too is a more complex role than it appears from the surface. Within the univer
sity hierarchy, I reside at the bottom in an untenured, limited-term position. While this does not affect the importance 
ascribed to my work, it does negatively impact my sense of security and my level of comfort in shaking the system. 

I, Researcher 2, am painfully aware that in most environments I occupy, I stand out as different. I am a bilingual 
immigrant, woman of color. When I must tell others that I am African born, I often feel I am understood as “exotic,” 
and secretly hope that the first picture that comes to the mind of my listener is not that of a starving child. I did not 
begin by feeling different or exotic. Often, in my quiet moments, I try to pinpoint when these feelings began. I have gone 
as far back as five years old, when a blonde blue-eyed grandmother admonished me about speaking Cape Verdean and 
demanded a quick switch to Portuguese, the acceptable language of the colonizer. I learned that there is right and wrong 
in the world and that most “wrong” things were within me. This knowledge lingers to this day and requires constant 
repositioning within any context I enter. I have become sensitive to who those around me are and this results in extreme 
care about what I say and when and how I speak. In faculty meetings, I am aware that most do not look like me. In front 
of a class, I also notice that the majority, sometimes all, are not like me. I have learned to use language in ways that maxi
mizes acceptance by placing a veil over my identity, so, in many instances, I will use a “we” despite being aware that I am 
not part of the “we.” Sometimes in order to become acceptable, I must provide verbal alleys to allow others the opportu
nity to apologize or self-protect. I constantly feel responsible for understanding the ignorance of others and this can be 
deeply exhausting. 

Our Collaborative Effort 

Because we bring diverse experiences and realities to our work, we recognize that collaboration drives our ability to reflect, 
share, and innovate. Cloud (2021) notes that “[d]iversity of experience and background is important for collective effi
cacy to be achieved” (para. 1; italics in original); such efficacy “draw[s] on the cultural, linguistic, personal, professional 
and social capital that each of us bring to any worthwhile task” (Cloud, 2021, para. 1). Our diversity is our strength, and 
work fostering social-justice oriented educators “is more powerful when done collectively” (Picower, 2021, p. 19). In our 
collaboration, we have supported each other’s individual endeavors, perhaps recognizing in each other shared values and 
shared circumstances within the university hierarchy. If teaching in K-12 schools is an act of love (Love, 2019), so, too, 
is teacher education, and so mutual respect and care are essential to genuine collaboration. This care has been serendip
itous– we cannot credit academia. In the process of tenure and promotion, work done alone is weighted more heavily 
than collaborative work. Despite this, and perhaps as our own coping mechanism within our professional system, we 
developed a relationship of trust and psychological safety which allowed for the vulnerability required to deeply engage 
in critical autoethnography and the reinvention of our professional practices. 

Looking to the Literature, Within, and to Each Other: Shared 
Cultural Perceptions and Shifts 

We have recorded here some of the perceptions that we held and perceived from colleagues regarding our roles as pro
fessors, who our students are, and what happened when we shifted from a physical to a virtual learning space. As we 
compared our field notes and reviewed the literature, we were forced to challenge these perceptions, which dramatically 
affected our pedagogical choices. In the next sections, we review these perceptions and share the experiences, literature, 
and reflection that continues to advance our thinking. 
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Cultural Perceptions About Professors 

As we shifted into online teaching, we believed that professors were simultaneously de-skilled by this type of work, yet 
also buried under more busy work. We worried that faculty would not be as happy with online teaching and would also 
struggle with having less control and more superficial relationships with students in online classes. The emergency shift 
to online learning pushed us all to our limits, but as untenured faculty, we understood this pressure in uniquely personal 
ways. Researcher 2 noted some of these feelings early on in her personal journal: 

I struggled with the idea of delivering online classes. Deep down I felt that the sessions would quickly be boring, hierarchical 
and isolating for students. I always insisted on classes that were interactive, discussion-based, hands-on. Delivering via online 
platforms felt like a huge compromise that challenged my creativity. (Researcher 2 journal entry) 

We collectively worried about being obsolete and that teaching online would make us invisible to our students. We 
believed that we were somehow dehumanized when working behind screens, yet we also had to confront that perhaps 
what we had been doing in teacher-education, as a field, was not achieving its own goals and needed revamping. 

According to Johnson and Golombek (2020), the focus of Language Teacher Education (LTE) is often on teacher 
knowledge with inadequate focus on what and why certain activities are chosen. Classroom engagements can be under
stood as unfolding simultaneously along two paths; first, the development of essential content knowledge required to 
be an effective TESOL teacher, and, second, the evaluation of teacher educator pedagogy as a potential model for effec
tive teaching practice. Though teacher educators are initially prepared via rigorous academic credentials, “we lack robust 
scholarship on how second language teacher educators develop — as scholar-practitioners, as researchers and the implica
tions for teacher learning” (Sharkey, 2018, p. 16). In general, pre-pandemic, we tweaked our course content and approach 
from semester to semester, but the pandemic provided the necessary push to rethink every single aspect of our courses. 
While challenging and exhausting, this felt like a necessary renewal. Though we had prided ourselves on creating inter
active in-person classes, and we strove to engage in a dialectic with students, we were also still professors who, willingly 
or not, wielded the power that standing in the front of the classroom grants; thus, we were in charge of guiding the con
versation and surely who we are as individuals had an impact on the learning. Shifting the medium of instruction forced 
us to completely break free from the habitus of our work which otherwise may have only shifted gradually. In essence, 
we were confronting our own fear, which we believe stemmed largely from our lack of experience with online teaching 
(Darby & Lang, 2019, p. xix). That is, we had countless mental models of what classroom interactions were and what 
professors did in those contexts, but fewer (or no) models of what online professors did (Darby & Lang, 2019). We had 
to learn by doing in a process of trial, error, and a willingness to pivot. 

This process mirrored the McDonald et al. (2013) definition of “learning [as] a process that occurs over time in interac
tion with the particular settings in which and students with whom teachers learn to teach” (p. 381). We began to consider 
a framework for teacher education that abandons traditional lecture and embraces a process of learning from and with 
our students through modeling, practice enacting approaches and strategies, field experiences, and analysis (McDonald 
et al., 2013). Rather than the invisibility we assumed we would have online, we became more purposeful in the course 
design and engagement, but what also became essential was deeper thinking and transparency about why we ask students 
to do everything they do. Guided by Darby and Lang’s (2019) model for backwards design in online teaching, we rein
vented our courses around target learning outcomes and then explicitly named the objectives for engaging with certain 
readings and types of activities so that no one fell into traps of busywork. It was more work to design online experiences 
and interactions in this way, but it was purposeful; rather than having less control, Researcher 1 noted: 

Though I was originally concerned about how I could possibly cover all the content necessary to my course and still ensure 
students could apply their new knowledge, I noticed something unexpected. As I began designing new approaches to cov
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ering content and new application exercises, my students had to be more prepared to participate. I think before I had gotten 
the students used to only superficial preparation because they could come to class and I would explain whatever was chal
lenging, yet, designing some asynchronous distance between their participation, and requiring them to participate before I 
offered feedback actually led to enhanced and deeper engagement. They became more independent and really dove into the 
content. I can’t help but question to what extent my own pleasure at running a classroom might actually impede learning. 
This really has me thinking about my role as facilitator instead of lecturer. (Researcher 1, journal entry) 

We had worried about being deskilled in an online context. In contrast, we found that careful design of asynchronous 
learning experiences demanded much skill, but also put students in control of their learning. This required more effort, 
more struggle than the comfortable classroom experiences we were all used to, yet this struggle can be essential to learn
ing (Lang, 2021). Rather than a reliance on professors, our students dove into a series of curated experiences, which 
gave them agency and more control of the timing of their engagement. For example, students in Researcher 1’s course 
in applied linguistics in TESOL were asked to analyze multilingual learner writing samples. Prior to online teaching, 
Researcher 1 would group the students and have them do the analysis together with her feedback as they worked, but 
this did allow for less confident students to receive support immediately or to take a back seat as others completed the 
group work. In contrast, during online courses, we did this work asynchronously on a shared platform, which allowed 
for the less confident students to first review peer responses and re-engage with readings and/or recorded lectures if they 
needed extra support before adding to the analysis themselves. This “struggle” led to the collective analysis achieving 
greater detail and depth. Ultimately, in this online experience, all students had to engage on their own before Researcher 
1 weighed in with additional commentary and feedback. In becoming facilitators to learning, rather than lecturers, and 
by providing much feedback to asynchronous interactions, we engaged with our students regularly but could feel their 
engagement went further than in our traditional pre-pandemic practices. In course evaluations, students appreciated the 
regularity of the interaction with us and also the flexibility of asynchronous learning. In stepping aside–not out or away 
but aside–to create a pathway for interactive engagement for learning, our roles remained essential to the process though 
in completely new and productive ways. In comparing final projects from before and during online teaching, Researcher 
1 noted a significant increase in the depth and quality of her students’ work. Chakrabarti (2020) suggests that, after 
the pandemic subsides, educators will have to redesign the interaction with students and will have to “learn to teach in 
smaller chunks, create ‘hooks’ that sustain the learner’s interest through surprise and suspense, and design arcs of learn
ing that increase in intensity as the experience progresses.” Johnson and Golombek (2020) “argue that greater attention 
to the design, enactment, and consequences of LTE pedagogy is critical in order to meet the needs of current and future 
English language teachers in an increasingly diverse, mobile, unequal, and globalized world” (p. 117). Our growth along 
this trajectory is only just beginning though we see its merits for faculty and students. 

As noted in a recorded discussion below, we were hesitant about how we could build enough of a human connection 
with our students to foster the criticality that the TESOL field needs: 

–“How will we build relationships with our students” 
–“I am worried about how we can foster their criticality–really push their thinking–when we aren’t even in the same physical 
space as they are.” 
(excerpts from researchers’ recorded discussion) 

Though our initial worry was about being invisible to our students, we found unexpected advantages. As we shifted 
to online learning, our ability to push our students, in terms of critical reflection of their own racialized, cultural, and 
linguistic identities, shifted as well. In line with the findings from Toncelli (2021), for Researcher 1, when confronting 
systemic oppression and inequity in face-to-face classes, worries she is sometimes perceived as a woke white woman and 
perhaps dismissed as a “liberal, white professor” (p. 94), yet, for Researcher 2, the same in-person confrontation leads to 
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the perception that she, as a woman of color, is complaining or that this is just a “color issue.” Peercy, Sharkey, Baecher, 
Motha, and Varghese (2019) consider specifically how a teacher educator’s social identity interacts with professional 
identity. Teacher educators of color have to foreground identities in a physical classroom while white teacher educators 
have the privilege to choose to share other aspects of their identities or not (Peercy et al., 2019, p.5). As Researcher 2’s 
identity became less visible in online teaching and learning, she felt freed from the need to tread lightly on criticality: 

Why do I keep saying we– they don’t even look like me and their cameras are off. I must say we, to bring along this idea 
without revealing myself. They will accept it better if it comes from someone like them. I used to say “we” a lot when teach
ing on campus. They can clearly tell I look differently. Do they notice that I am saying we and we are different? Most of their 
cameras are off- I am really me in this space. It does not feel right to say we. And if I am me, then they have an opportunity 
to hear all of me. I have to push harder. (Researcher 2, journal entry) 

This came at a cost in Researcher 2’s course evaluations. Specifically, in a course about the sociocultural aspects of bilin
gual communities, some students noted their displeasure with the amount of discussion related to race and ethnicity. In 
discussing this, we called into question the very system we work in. It is our professional and moral obligation, as well as 
the mission of our School of Education, to push for criticality, yet we are also in need of decent evaluations to advance 
professionally. Without explicit support, we are at risk as untenured faculty, and this risk is more potent for Researcher 
2, as a woman of color. 

Also, a contrast between how some of our colleagues reacted and how we felt we could react became immediately 
evident to us during the first weeks of the pandemic when a tenured colleague declared in a large meeting that she was 
“freaking out” about the pandemic and the shift to online learning. While we could empathize with the humanity of 
the moment –because we shared these fears– we did not feel we could say it all out loud. This isn’t a critique of our col
leagues personally. We work with kind and dedicated professionals. We just did not feel safe enough within the university 
hierarchy to participate publicly in the collective worry. There was urgency to all of our shared work, but, as untenured 
faculty, we did not feel protected from this not going well, and the feeling was isolating. Yet we did need to find ways to 
move forward, adapt our pedagogical practices using new tools, and find a safe space for emotional and professional sup
port. In exchanges which centered our trusting relationship and where we felt a stronger sense of psychological safety, we 
could explore platforms, experiment with our pedagogy, and learn from and with each other. This collegial inquiry got 
us through, and, we hope, is making us better at our work. 

Cultural Assumptions about Students 

The shift to online teaching also required that we recognize and address the assumptions we held about our students, 
in particular the ways in which we felt millennial students represent a pedagogical challenge. Our worries were that they 
might seek to avoid or minimize academic work, would not connect, or would collaborate with their peers. As we con
sidered how best to ensure the students enjoyed inclusive engagement with content, learned, and collaborated, we again 
looked to the literature and to our own reflective collaboration as we puzzled through the early, and then ongoing, pan
demic-induced shifts to our work. We also recognized that flexibility in participation would be essential to our students 
because, as teachers in the K-12 system, they were also navigating changing educational terrains as the pandemic struck 
and stayed. 

In many ways, we were guilty of pedagogy that, though highly interactive, was still lecture-based. The online shift 
required that we think through content delivery differently. We began to experiment with online platforms for interac
tion. In our first “emergency” semester, we did a lot of recording of lectures, and we were frankly displeased with the 
results. In fact, Wood et al. (2021) note mixed results in the effectiveness of lecture capture in relation to learning out
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comes. As we moved through the summer of 2020 and began planning for an uncertain academic year which would 
surely at least start online, we knew that streamlining platforms and avoiding wasting student energy on learning multi
ple platforms would be important (Oliveira et al., 2021); we wanted to be purposeful and transparent in our selection of 
activities and experiences so that nothing felt like busy work to students (Darby & Lang, 2019). Asynchronous planning 
offered much needed flexibility for our working students, so we needed to bake that into our plans. This flexibility also 
allowed those who needed additional time or a chance to review content before contributing to do so. Activities focused 
on individual exercises with personal feedback, group projects with peers, and optional one-on-one meetings with the 
professor, all of which yielded a notable difference in the quality of final projects. 

We landed on a combination of synchronous and asynchronous classes. Asynchronous classes required students to 
complete work in advance to be able to engage in activities; whereas there was some of this requirement in in-person 
pre-COVID courses, we noted that students didn’t seem to engage deeply with the content. It seemed, instead, that they 
skimmed it and waited for us to explain its meaning, making our classes more transactional than intended. Pre-COVID 
group classroom discussions sometimes veered towards students sharing extended personal vignettes that did not align 
with the learning objectives and also allowed others to sit quietly. In a fully online context, the learning truly became 
more student-centered. To complete the exercises, the students had to engage with readings and recorded lecture frag
ments. In response, we were able to provide personalized feedback to each student. Make no mistake, this was much more 
work for us, but we found it increased our sense of who each student was and where they were in their learning. This 
increased teacher availability has been identified as a positive outcome during the online learning shift of the pandemic 
(Oliveira, et al., 2021). Unlike live classroom lectures and activities, no one could sit quietly in this new medium of learn
ing. Recorded individual participation online caused students to be more accountable for their own participation and 
prevented them from leaning on each other too much. In a study comparing synchronous and asynchronous commu
nications in online learning, Giesbers et al. (2014) note that asynchronous communication affords students more time 
to think and reflect before responding, and this was evident in the quantity and quality of responses in our asynchro
nous and synchronous sessions. The asynchronous sessions allowed for scaffolded support and student agency as stu
dents could read, listen, note peer comments, and then choose when and how to engage. These supports, including the 
ability to rewatch videos and make use of closed-captioning also enhanced the inclusivity and accessibility of our classes. 
Though asynchronous learning seemed to make the most pedagogical sense, students seemed to miss the classroom inter
actions as noted by Researcher 1 in the following journal entry: 

I have a few students who don’t like asynchronous interactions. One, in particular, has been really vocal about wanting live 
interaction in synchronous Zoom sessions, but the asynchronous interactions have been meaningful and deep. I wanted to 
be responsive to all my students. I surveyed the whole class, and the majority preferred the flexibility of the asynchronous 
interaction. I decided to run the class both synchronously and asynchronously the following week, just to compare. I gave 
students full flexibility to either attend the live session or to do the asynchronous work, noting that each would cover the 
same content. What happened really surprised me. Of a class of 17 students, only three opted to come to the synchronous 
class. Notably absent was the student who most wanted the live session. During the live session, two of the three students 
engaged with me and advanced the course discussion. The third remained quiet. In the asynchronous session, in contrast, all 
students participated. They not only posted their own reactions to content, they also responded to each other. Afterwards, 
as I do each week, I went back and responded individually to each student as well. All told, the asynchronous online inter
action got to greater depth, perhaps because there was greater participation or perhaps because the asynchronous nature 
created space for students to listen to me, listen to each other, reflect, and then participate. I think the asynchronous class 
actually created more support for inclusion. I don’t know whether the quiet student in the live class was just listening and 
taking it all in, but she never had to participate, which would have enhanced her learning as well. I can’t help but wonder if 
some students are just stuck in a transactional [instrumental] approach to classroom interaction and want graduate school 
to be about me giving them information. Do we want the live session because that is in our wheelhouse? Because we are 
comfortable in a traditional classroom space? (Researcher 1, journal entry) 
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As we consider this and look to the literature, we see that synchronous lessons create a needed and comfortable space for 
social interaction but also that students are less likely to talk during Zoom-style sessions (Oliveira, et al., 2021). Despite 
this accessibility in asynchronous learning, students still desire the live synchronous sessions as it “is more direct in the 
support of social processes” (Giesbers et al., 2014, p 31). Oliveira et al. (2021) note that students consider live online 
learning via platforms, like Zoom, to be “accessible rather than effective or enjoyable” (p. 1381). While asynchronous 
learning allows for flexibility and perhaps greater depth of learning, synchronous greases the wheels of social collabora
tion by offering more familiar learning spaces. The solution for us has been building required one-on-one meetings with 
students into our online courses as well as collaborative group projects. Course evaluations with this revised design bal
ance show that students received it positively. 

In preparing for an eventual return to face-to-face learning, we know that the social aspects of learning that students 
crave will be more easily met, but we hope to retain the depth of learning that students achieved in asynchronous learn
ing. To our minds the solution lies in a deliberate effort at looking again at our classroom practices and the literature, 
which suggests flipping classrooms. Flipped classrooms require students to engage with online teacher-led content and 
lecture from home before attending class, so that classroom experiences can be led by student engagement, questions, 
and activities (Han & Røkenes, 2020). Hao (2016) notes that flipped learning will often be met with resistance as “some 
students [are] more accustomed to traditional face-to-face lectures [but] they appreciat[e] the flexibility that online learn
ing resources provide” (p. 83). An increase in the flipping of content and the use of personal interaction for application, 
problem solving, and group work would be ideal. 

We also recognize that there is great value to teaching online well, and we will likely continue the intentional offering 
of remote courses, so we need to plan for setting students up to be successful. Darby and Lang (2019) note that effective 
online students need self-regulation skills, or the discipline and motivation to stay on task with flexible online learning, so 
perhaps an assessment of these skills, or a deliberate effort at developing them, can help us advise students towards online 
or face-to-face learning. One additional concern of this online work, however, is the perception that teaching online can 
be a “plug and play” to very large classes. In reality, we have learned that well-run online courses are very high touch 
and labor intensive, requiring significant, timely, and personalized feedback. Universities should be careful to focus on 
quality and not just potential for increased profits when determining student-to faculty-ratios in online learning as larger 
classes can decrease student satisfaction (D’Orio, 2017) because the presence of the teacher has been found to signifi
cantly improve learners’ abilities to be “metacognitively aware and develop regulatory skills” (Garrison & Akyol, 2013, 
p.88). Therefore, we will advocate that online classes respect in-person course sizes to avoid stretching university faculty 
too thin and risk reducing the quality of online coursework. 

Conclusions 

We began this project to explore how our perceptions of face-to-face versus online teaching and learning changed during 
the extended shift caused by the pandemic. We also considered student engagement in this new format and permuta
tions in our professional positionality. We have developed more nuance in our thinking regarding student engagement 
in synchronous and asynchronous learning as well as our own ability to facilitate learners away from instrumental learn
ing and towards more reflective engagement. In the return to “normal,” we draw three key implications from this study, 
including the importance of faculty leaving their pedagogical comfort zones, the need to abandon the traditional lecture 
in favor of a more student-centered classroom which prioritizes problem solving and applying new knowledge in a vari
ety of contexts, and the importance of collaboration in higher education. Each of these will be explored below. 
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Leaving Pedagogical Comfort Zones 

Online learning can be well designed to create meaningful experiential opportunities for deep learning. Our face-to-face 
pedagogy needs revamping so that we become facilitators of transformational experiences rather than leaders of instru
mental or transactional lessons. This requires that faculty step out of their comfort zones in both online and face-to-face 
pedagogy. We shouldn’t need a pandemic to rethink our practices completely, but we can use this experience to reinvent 
ourselves in the long term. 

Praxis within academia must call for spaces of reflection. Based on our learning through this study, we would encour
age faculty circles, prioritization of shared projects, honest and critical dialogue about institutional dynamics, and explicit 
support for faculty who engage in and share their ongoing pedagogical shifts. Furthermore, faculty need meaningful pro
fessional development spaces to develop sophisticated mental models of online pedagogy. The aim of such development 
is to increase skill in the curating of intentional experiences that are clearly and explicitly tied to learning outcomes so 
that faculty and students alike are guided in the rationale for all learning activities. 

Saying Goodbye to the Traditional Lecture 

These ongoing pedagogical shifts remind us that we cannot return to the traditional lecture as it simply does not align 
with what we know about how adults learn. Though awareness of this is not new, higher education is resistant to change. 
Herein lies a paradox: while higher education should be the source of innovative practices, particularly in teacher edu
cation and the development of future generations of teachers, it seems trapped in familiar routines that rely on instru
mental learning in which the professor imparts knowledge and students absorb with sporadic opportunities for whole 
class engagement through verbal participation. In contrast, we saw increased student depth in carefully curated online 
learning experiences that require more individual opportunities for reflection before participation. We propose that ped
agogy merge online practices with in-person ones. Thus, in a return to in-person learning, we see a need to redefine what 
participation looks like so that students see critical content reflection as essential preparation and whole class activities 
focus on experiential problem-solving and applying content knowledge. Moving towards transformational learning in 
higher education requires teacher educators (and really, all faculty), step aside and become facilitators of student-centered 
learning that is more in tune with twenty-first century demands. We suggest that college faculty engage with professional 
development that meaningfully supports their ability to design online, hybrid, and face-to-face experiences to move well 
beyond instrumental learning. 

Collaboration 

We credit our ability to safely experiment and critically reflect through the process of shifting to online pedagogy to our 
collegial inquiry. Bui and Baruch (2010) suggest that “[t]he culture of universities is distinctly different from other sec
tors because academics are generally highly individualistic in their work” (p. 232). We hypothesize that this individual
ism is the result of the current system of academia, which prizes the first name on a publication over the importance of 
collaboration. This practice discourages such collegial inquiry and collaboration, particularly for untenured faculty. The 
valuing of individual work in the system of tenure creates a system that works against innovation and the development 
of our field. The result is that critical collaborative work through which we grow as individual professionals and together 
explore enhancements to our work and structures is not currently but should be prioritized. 

We thus see a need for enhanced collegial inquiry in our field and in our academic roles. What is clear is that one size 
doesn’t fit all for helping adults pivot because we are confident many did feel supported in those larger meetings whereas 
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we needed a space for more practical talk about trial and error in our classes. In general, the academy could benefit from 
more collaboration, especially cross-racial collaboration which creates a space to learn from and with each other’s diverse 
perspectives and experiences (Picower, 2021). 

Wenger and Snyder (2000) suggest a potential pathway to more collaboration through the intentional development of 
communities of practice; by sharing expertise and perspectives, teams “generate knowledge” (p.143) to solve challenging 
problems. Mandating communities of practice does not seem a plausible solution, yet leaders can foster collegial inquiry 
through communities of practice by “listen[ing] to members’ stories in a systematic way (Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 
145). Academia can address the systemic tension in the tenure process by explicitly valuing not only the work faculty do 
on their own, but also, and perhaps more importantly, work done collaboratively. 

Additionally, leadership in academia can foster productive partnerships by noticing what is working and asking teams 
to share out. As untenured faculty take risks to pivot practices towards transformational learning and social justice, 
higher education leadership must openly protect faculty striving towards this shared mission by “supporting them to 
develop greater complexity [and] more capacities than they currently have” (Helsing et al., 2013, p.1). This support is 
needed by both untenured faculty whose courses require challenging learner ideology which might affect course evalua
tions and opportunities to professionally advance in the dated university structure as well as for tenured faculty who also 
need to sustain ongoing development of their positioning and pedagogy. Because many educational organizational cul
tures are conservative in their approach to change (Helsing et al., 2013, p. 18) and given the potential for collaboration 
to drive innovation, the existing systems of higher education need to critically self-reflect and pivot in the same ways that 
faculty do. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

We suggest that additional studies of the effectiveness of online, hybrid, and flipped face-to-face learning experiences be 
explored through collegial inquiry and further study of learning outcomes. Additional research on what professional 
development of faculty is most effective as well as the ways in which higher education leadership can support untenured 
faculty and promote collaboration will be essential to inventing a new, more effective normal. On a personal note, we will 
continue looking within and to each other in this endeavor. 
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CRISIS MEETS OPPORTUNITY: 

Empowering Faculty when Returning to the Higher Education Classroom 

Nicole Luongo, Ed.D.; Michael Finetti, Ed.D.; Kimberly Case; Jay Garrels, Ph.D.; and 
Renee Evans 

Abstract 

This article presents information surrounding how the COVID-19 crisis can lead to opportunities for empower
ing growth in faculty course development and delivery. The authors show how higher education instructors have 
implemented remote teaching experiences they used during the pandemic to create engaging learning opportuni
ties for students as they are returning to the higher education classroom. The article explores innovative ideas for 
communication and instruction, equity issues, and inclusive practices. The authors address the overall changing 
higher education climate and share their personal experiences transitioning from teaching in a face-to-face setting 
to going fully remote and back again. 

Keywords: remote teaching, technology, pandemic, higher education 

Introduction 

The threat of COVID-19 presents unique challenges for institutions of higher education. All parties —students, faculty, 
and staff—are doing extraordinary things regarding course delivery and learning. The changes in education due to 
COVID-19 have never occurred at this scale before. Although this situation is stressful, when it is over, institutions will 
emerge with an opportunity to evaluate how well they were able to implement emergency remote teaching (ERT) to 
maintain continuity of instruction. (Hodges, Moore, Lockee, Trust, & Bond, 2020, para. 27) 

The authors of this article facilitated a presentation where they demonstrated how higher education instructors used 
their experiences during the COVID-19 crisis to empower themselves as they returned to a sense of normalcy on campus 
(Evans et al., 2021). The focus was on how faculty created new and engaging learning opportunities for students from the 
successes they experienced during emergency remote teaching (ERT) in the higher education classroom. ERT is defined 
as “a temporary shift of instructional delivery to an alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances” (Hodges et al., 
para. 13). Some ERT successes include using new technologies for communication and instruction, addressing equity 
issues, and adding more inclusive practices. Furthermore, the authors analyzed today’s overall changing higher education 
climate as they shared their personal experiences in transitioning from teaching in a face-to-face setting to going fully 
remote and back again. Hence, the purpose of this article is to provide ways faculty can be empowered by using their 
ERT successes and victories in the higher education classroom. 

Background of the Problem 

At the time of writing, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to have a significant impact on higher education institutions. 
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Many schools are attempting to return to pre-pandemic norms by offering in-person classes and on-campus meetings. 
However, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) asserts that “new variants of the virus are expected 
to occur” (2022, para. 2). Therefore, institutions continue to navigate the unpredictability and uncertainty that comes 
with this pandemic. Many institutions have had to readjust academic calendars in response to this ongoing emergency 
(Jaschik, 2022). Some schools decided to pivot to remote instruction for the first few weeks of the semester, as they dis
couraged students from returning to campus. Other institutions delayed the start of their semesters pending the results 
of data collection analysis from the COVID-19 spread. As Amin, Dhunpath, and Devroop (2021) asserted, “Two years 
have passed, and the crisis has not abated. In fact, more variants have emerged, with UHI and Deltacron being the lat
est ones. More variants are expected. Thus, the temporary move to emergency remote teaching may be prolonged for 
months, if not years” (p. 2). So, what can higher education instructors do to empower themselves to succeed in the class
room? Can preparing for the next variant or crisis give instructors a greater sense of empowerment? 

The start of the pandemic prompted a quick transition from traditional, face-to-face classroom teaching to fully 
online ERT, which involves the use of fully remote teaching solutions for instruction that would otherwise be delivered 
face-to-face (Evans et al., 2021). ERT assumes that instruction will return to the previous format once the crisis or emer
gency has subsided (Hodges et al., 2020). The COVID-19 ERT response was different for all educators and students, as it 
was unexpected and unprecedented; no one was prepared for the abrupt shift: “For the first time in world history, all stu
dents were required to take all their classes online and all teachers were required to teach online” (Misirli & Ergulec, 2021, 
p. 6700). Prior to the pandemic, most professors taught in front of a live class with a chalkboard, whiteboard, or an over
head projector. Suddenly, instruction was done via Zoom, by using Google Classroom, or by employing another online 
format: “Online learning, distance and continuing education have become a panacea for this unprecedented global pan
demic, despite the challenges posed to both educators and the learners” (Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021, p. 134). In fact, the 
switch to emergency remote teaching that occurred in schools during COVID-19 left many educators uncertain about 
the situation and unable to use technology effectively to communicate and teach (Shamburg et al., 2021). Faculty were 
expected to teach from home and assess students using unfamiliar online platforms. Moreover, this occurred while they 
were trying to take care of their own families and health situations. 

Despite the challenges and changes to instruction, many higher education instructors prevailed by using innovative 
and creative ways of meeting the needs of all learners (Evans et al., 2021; Garrad & Page, 2022; Glantz et al., 2021; John
son, Veletsianos, & Seaman, 2020). As Hodges et al. (2020) emphasized, “We have to be able to think outside stan
dard boxes to generate various possible solutions that help meet the new needs for our learners and communities” (para. 
14). During a 2021 investigation into remote classes during the pandemic period of COVID–19, Gopal, Singh, and 
Aggarwal (2021) found that certain factors (e.g., instructor quality, course design, prompt feedback, learner expectation) 
affected learners’ satisfaction and performance. It is important these elements are prioritized for future success and fac
ulty empowerment. 

During the switch to ERT, many instructors discovered and used new technology applications to connect and com
municate with their students (Evans et al., 2021). As Pokhrel and Chhetri (2021) explained, 

The use of online platforms such as Google Classroom, Zoom, virtual learning environment and social media and various 
group forums like Telegram, Messenger, WhatsApp and WeChat are explored and tried for teaching and learning for the 
first time ever to continue education. This can be explored further even after face-to-face teaching resumes, and these plat
forms can provide additional resources and coaching to the learners. (p. 137-138) 

As the switch to ERT happened, “higher education’s COVID-19 response resulted in an unstructured boost in online 
teaching and learning, fast-forwarded the adoption of more broad-based online learning strategies and technologies, and 
demonstrated a resilience that created a prototype for excellence in online teaching” (Nworie, 2021, para. 4). 

33  |  RETURNING TO THE HIGHER EDUCATION CLASSROOM



In a Fall 2020 EDUCAUSE study (Brooks & Gierdowski, 2021) aiming to gain insights into the student experience 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, higher education students reported that the courses they took during the pandemic 
were well-organized (82%), offered a variety of interactions with course content (73%), and addressed accessibility 
issues (63%). Additionally, synchronous courses tended to be rated as better organized with greater opportunities for 
student–instructor and student–student interaction. Opportunities for formal interactions and communication with 
instructors had a clear advantage among students in synchronous courses (83%) over those in asynchronous courses 
(73%). Furthermore, the immediate need to pivot during the pandemic propelled faculty to find new ways to leverage 
tools to both teach course material and connect with students (Glantz, Gamrat, Lenze, & Bardzell, 2021). Another chal
lenge for professors was managing advising/mentoring and research responsibilities. Most professors serving as mentors 
had to discover innovative ways to advise their mentees and conduct virtual research. They managed home life and school 
while making sure their students stayed on target for graduation. Above all, professors found success and empowerment 
teaching in a remote setting. 

However, some faculty are looking forward to returning to their previous, pre-pandemic ways of teaching. As Nworie 
(2021) asserted, “it would be a mistake to assume that all faculty suddenly developed essential skills or an enthusiasm 
for online teaching as a result of the emergency remote teaching” (para. 23). This presents a challenge; how can instruc
tors be encouraged to reflect upon and embrace the successes they encountered and use it to propel them forward? Do 
instructors go back to the way they taught in 2019? Or do they look ahead to 2025? These are important questions to 
ask as higher education instructors seek to move beyond the emergency remote teaching that occurred during the initial 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Faculty Survey 

During the Fall 2021 semester, a faculty survey was sent out to 104 full-time and 220 adjunct higher education faculty at a 
private higher education institution in northern New Jersey. The survey assessed their experiences and perceptions about 
teaching and learning practices implemented as a result of the need to implement ERT due to the initial COVID-19 
pandemic. The survey was approved by the institution’s Institutional Review Board and included closed- and open-
ended questions that focused on instruction, resistance to change, and technology equity. The sample was identified by 
obtaining a list of the names and email addresses of all current full-time and part-time instructors at the institution. Via 
email correspondence, the potential participants were informed of the study and asked to complete an online survey. The 
researchers used two main instruments in this study: (1) an implied consent form that identified who gave consent to be 
involved in the study and (2) an online survey that measured attitudes (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2010). The online survey 
was created using Google Forms and administered to all study participants. Participants were informed that the results 
of the survey were anonymous and confidential. Respondents included 13 full-time and 26 part-time higher education 
instructors. The majority taught undergraduate students in the traditional classroom for over 11 years. 

In this article, the data collected from this survey is used and referred to as the results of the faculty survey. 

On-camp and Online Instruction 

In the survey, 11 of the respondents indicated that they taught mostly face-to-face courses; seven taught hybrid; and five 
taught fully online. As a result of going fully online during the spring 2020 semester, 35 of these respondents indicated 
changes in the design and delivery of their courses. 

In early 2022, these faculty members found themselves again facing a similar crisis. As a new COVID-19 variant 
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named Omicron started to emerge, the faculty members were being asked once again to readjust and possibly pivot back 
to ERT. Yet, the CDC (2022) warns that “viruses constantly change through mutation and sometimes these mutations 
result in a new variant of the virus. Some variants emerge and disappear while others persist. New variants will continue 
to emerge” (para. 7). Hence, faculty will need to be prepared and proactive to adjust their teaching at a moment’s notice. 

In the faculty survey, a respondent emphasized that he designed his course in both the face-to-face and online format, 
and indicated an intention to do so going forward. This individual stated, “I learned that it was much better to already 
have an online course ready to go than to develop it on the fly.” This course preparation method shows an example of a 
faculty member being empowered by the COVID-19 pandemic and not waiting for the next crisis to catch him or her off 
guard. 

Course Format Factors 

Higher education institutions can and should offer a range of courses in various formats to meet the needs of all learners 
(Evans et al., 2021). “If an on-campus program is planned for the coming academic year, physical distancing require
ments will almost certainly prevent full classrooms at normal seating capacity. A variety of blended or traditional hybrid 
solutions can help institutions meet these new requirements” (Beatty, 2020, para. 7). Brooks and Gierdowski (2021) sug
gested investing in the design, development, and implementation of hybrid course models, as well as investing in the indi
viduals (e.g., designers, staff, instructors) who support them. Hybrid courses should no longer be viewed as exceptions 
or secondary to face-to-face courses; these types of courses should be considered the “new normal.” This idea is sup
ported by Johnson et al. (2020), who said that “given the unpredictability of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is likely that 
some form of online and hybrid models of learning will be the most viable options for course delivery for the foreseeable 
future” (p. 16). 

Mode of Instruction Factors 

Many instructors succeeded by offering their courses in various modes; hence, there should be a consideration of the var
ious modes of instruction that can be implemented. One mode of instruction that was adopted during the COVID-19 
pandemic was the development of the HyFlex classroom (Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2021). Furthermore, Beatty (2020) 
found the following: 

The classic HyFlex (hybrid-flexible) course design model supports both in-class and online students in the same class sec
tions, typically by using a combination of synchronous and asynchronous online participation paths for students who 
choose not to, or are unable to, participate in traditional classroom instruction. (para. 1) 

HyFlex classrooms are designed in various ways, with students and instructors being in the classroom, remotely, or on 
a rotating schedule. These classrooms provide opportunities for visiting professors or guest lecturers to be participants, 
even from a distance. HyFlex classes allow for effective participation modes that lead to the same outcomes and provide 
empowering learning opportunities for all students. Although this format is relatively new and needs more study, many 
faculty agree that this format could work. One respondent of the faculty survey stated that higher education institutions 
needed to “include students who can’t physically be in class but want to participate. Possibly record lessons that students 
can view if they are absent.” Another respondent agreed, “I would like to teach more courses in a hybrid format rather 
than strictly face-to-face.” However, Beatty (2019) stressed that instructors need to be able to handle the complexity of 
teaching students in multiple modes at the same time, which will most likely require professional development resources. 
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Course Design Factors 

Another positive outcome of this crisis was the overall redesign of courses (Evans et al., 2021). Since instructors needed 
to adjust their instruction during the switch to ERT, professors evaluated how their courses were aligned and how the 
materials were made accessible to all students. Consequently, these teachers recognized the importance of using strong 
instructional design techniques that correlated to how students accessed, participated in, and showed what they have 
learned (Fulgencio & Asino, 2021). As Gopal, Singh, and Aggarwal (2021) explained, “the course design of online classes 
need to provide essential details like course content, educational goals, course structure, and course output in a consistent 
manner so that students would find the e-learning system beneficial for them” (p. 6939). 

The survey revealed faculty use a variety of techniques to adjust the design and delivery of their courses, such as incor
porating more multimedia instruction, changing timed exams to short answer and essay responses, and increasing the use 
of web conferencing to conduct discussions. Several participants reported, since they were already designing according to 
best practices, their transition to ERT was seamless, and the participants would continue to apply the same design meth
ods going forward. In the open-ended survey results, one instructor reported, “I am glad I set up all my courses during 
the breaks on Blackboard…so if we need to change, my students have all the content and know that there will be very 
little disruption. I think it is best for students to have certainty, transparency, and continuity.” 

Many of the revised ERT courses were updated to meet online teaching and learning standards and structured in a way 
that fostered student engagement. Professors were introduced to innovative best practices, such as the Backward Design 
model (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998), as well as the Quality Matters rubric, a research-based tool that measures specific 
course design criteria. According to Quality Matters (2020), instructors can “focus on organizing weekly modules/learn
ing units into folders that contain the materials and assignment information students will need for that week” (p. 26). 
Additionally, Correia (2020) recommended that instructors reach out to professional instructional designers who can 
provide insights on planning, organizing, and developing learning experiences that better address all students’ needs. One 
instructor who responded to the faculty survey described a change in course design: “I was actually quite happy with my 
design in Spring 2021 when compared with Spring 2020, I thought it was effective. The reason being that it was planned 
from the onset to be online.” This sentiment showed that professional development programs can help to empower fac
ulty to make the necessary changes to their courses that will engage students. 

Planning Factors 

During this ongoing pandemic, educational institutions discovered the need to plan for future emergencies. Many insti
tutions developed institutional-wide instructional continuity plans (Evans et al., 2021; Hooker, 2020). An instructional 
continuity plan (ICP) is a framework that presents guidelines and expectations regarding how learners will continue 
receiving education during emergencies and is another source of empowerment for faculty. An ICP provides a blueprint 
for faculty on what to do if learning is disrupted. An ICP can include information about the technology platforms that 
will be used for remote learning, as well as how to communicate with instructors and administrators. It can also con
tain specific campus-wide information that will be helpful for students in the event of a catastrophe or emergency. For 
example, each instructor’s ICP explains to learners how they can contact the instructor (email, via online office hours, 
through the learning management system), how often they need to log into the class via the learning management sys
tem, as well as which activities will be synchronous or asynchronous (Quality Matters, 2021). A strong ICP can allow 
instructors and learners to quickly pivot during the semester, and can be used for any type of emergency, such as a hur
ricane or snowstorm. This type of proactive plan is designed to empower all learners and faculty with the most optimal 
experience during a crisis. In response to developing an ICP, one faculty survey participant claimed, “My courses are set 
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up so that I can adapt quickly to an online learning format, which I had been able to do for some of my courses prior to 
the pandemic outbreak.” 

Resistance to Change 

Although professors are returning to classrooms better equipped to teach their students than ever before, there is resis
tance to teaching in the new remote environments; some professors want to return to the way they taught pre-pandemic 
(Evans et al., 2021; Ramos-Pla, del Arco, & Alarcia, 2021). Some professors are insistent that they want to go back to 
the traditional way of course delivery since the switch to ERT was not an easy transition and they faced many struggles 
along the way, despite the obvious safety benefits teaching remotely offers during a pandemic. The survey revealed that 
12 of the respondents worried about safety related to the spread of the virus when returning to the face-to-face class
room. Interestingly, one participant stressed the need for a coordinated strategy that, if indeed another emergency hap
pens, would provide a seamless transition from face-to-face instruction to remote teaching and learning. 

Instructional Factors 

Gratz and Looney (2020) cited challenging instructional factors, including appropriateness of online teaching for certain 
disciplines, lack of preparation time, and not having the skills to teach online. Even though 89.7% of the faculty sur
vey respondents indicated changes in the design and delivery of their courses, resistance to change going forward was 
unveiled. Eighteen percent of the faculty respondents indicated that they would not make any changes to their upcoming 
courses since they will return to traditional, fully in-person classroom teaching. For example, one subject claimed, “Now 
that we are back to face-to-face classes, I have returned to the original design – the courses are no different from before 
the pandemic.” 

Campus Factors 

Higher education campuses are changing and evolving to meet the needs and desires of the current college student and 
educator (Evans et al., 2021). Technology is not going anywhere and needs to be embraced in order for individual institu
tions to compete in the higher education landscape. One has to look no further than an institution’s course catalog to see 
the expanding number of courses being offered in hybrid or online formats. Colleges and universities are investing in new 
technologies, such as HyFlex equipment and technology laboratories, with the expectation that professors will be using 
these tools in their classrooms. There are two caveats to this technological upscaling. First, professors need training and 
support to learn how to use the new equipment and platforms. Secondly, faculty need to understand why the inclusion 
of new technology will empower them (Ali, 2020). 

Training Factors 

The rationale behind the adaptability of professors to a new technologically-advanced classroom is that faculty have 
already accomplished it during the pandemic, and therefore, they can do it again. Despite critical barriers (and out of 
necessity), instructors learned new techniques and figured out how to deliver high-quality lessons while still meeting 
standards and goals set forth by their institutions (Ghazi-Saidi et al., 2020). There is some truth to this logic, but it is 
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not as simple as providing faculty with technology tools and expecting all parties to ‘just figure it out.’ As Nworie (2021) 
explained, 

Faculty now need to be, and deserve to be, part of a professional development effort to improve on the emergency remote 
courses, acquiring the necessary skills for developing and delivering online and hybrid courses. Those faculty members 
who lacked prior online teaching experience before the pandemic will most especially need additional training to engage in 
online instruction. (para. 25) 

Extensive training needs to continue to take place (Ali, 2020). As one professor who answered the faculty survey 
explained, “Teaching online takes a lot of time and preparation. All courses (face-to-face or online) should be designed in 
a way that assessments, activities, and learning objectives are aligned. If you have all materials online, switching to remote 
learning is seamless.” Colleges and universities need to invest in training their faculty to be proficient in these new tech
nological areas. This venture takes time. Reasonable goals need to be established for how long it will take to fully incor
porate and infuse the new technology into the actual teaching that will occur. Hence, professors should not forget what 
they learned during this time period; rather, the instructors should utilize their new skills where appropriate, even in a 
face-to-face setting. 

Furthermore, implementation of professional development plans and support for faculty is needed as changes to 
instruction occur. Results of the Fall 2021 faculty survey identified critical areas in need of support. 89.6% of the faculty 
respondents indicated that they would need additional support. Specifically, 17.9% of the faculty said they would need 
the assistance of instructional designers to help with the implementation of best teaching and learning practices; 33.3% 
of the faculty indicated that they would require the support of instructional technologists to assist with technical sup
port related to the use of Blackboard; 25.6% of the faculty indicated that they would need help making their courses 
more accessible for diverse learners; and 12.8% of the faculty expressed that they would need help with the delivery of 
their courses. By providing robust and relevant professional development training opportunities, higher education insti
tutions will empower their faculty to be able to handle the ever-changing educational landscape. 

Technology Equity Issues 

Technological equity is a multifaceted issue that is affecting faculty and students during the ongoing COVID-19 pan
demic (Evans et al., 2021). Digital disparities are prevalent in technology access and innovative e-learning tool use because 
of differences in socioeconomic status, ability level, racial and ethnic identification, geographic location, and handi
capping condition (Brooks & Gierdowski, 2021). During a 2021 investigation regarding technology equity during the 
COVID–19 pandemic, Erza et al. (2021) found that three main equity factors caused technology equity disparities: 1) 
socioeconomic factors, 2) language factors, and 3) juggling factors. These factors were crucial during the switch to remote 
learning because they led to lower internet quality and access, disrupted online class discussions and flow, and diminished 
student concentration. It is important for instructors to understand these factors and take the necessary steps to address 
them when designing their courses. 

The survey asked about future plans of faculty to make their courses more accessible. Five of the faculty respondents 
indicated that they would pre-record lectures and make them available on YouTube with closed captioning. Several par
ticipants stressed the importance of making course materials more digitally accessible using digital textbooks, accessible 
.pdf files, and the use of additional multimedia resources. 
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Socioeconomic Factors 

Principally, socioeconomic status affected many students during this time. Digital inequalities, such as the digital divide, 
existed before the COVID-19 pandemic (Correia, 2020). However, these discrepancies came to the forefront of higher 
education during this crisis. When higher education institutions flipped to ERT during the initial stages of the pandemic, 
many students were unable to connect from home due to poor internet connections and inadequate equipment (Erza et 
al., 2021). In a study conducted by Brooks and Gierdowski (2021), 36% of respondents reported that they always, very 
often, or sometimes struggled to find an internet connection that supported their academic needs during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Also, 16% of students in rural areas very often or always struggled to find an internet connection suitable to 
complete their required academic coursework, while 3% of students without computers relied on their cell phones to 
access classroom resources. Also, living in an area without a strong mobile internet signal caused digital equity issues, 
whereupon 23% of respondents stated that they had to leave their homes in search of a strong internet connection. 
Instructors will need to have a plan for those students who have difficulty with accessing a reliable internet connection. 

Language Factors 

Another equity issue that many individuals encountered during this time was language equity. For the purpose of this 
research, language equity refers to digital communication between faculty and students (Evans et al., 2021; Erza et al., 
2021). In the wake of the COVID-19 crisis, many traditional faculty members did not have the skillset to effectively teach 
or communicate online (Perrotta & Bohan, 2020). Since many of these instructors were accustomed to in-person lectures 
and face-to-face conversations, they were unfamiliar with using newer technologies such as online discussion boards, 
Zoom video conferences, and mobile phone texting. Hence, professors did not have the technical vocabulary or online 
communication skills needed to connect with their students. A recent study on students’ perception of online learning 
during the COVID-19 pandemic indicated that teachers managing online learning were not in line with student expec
tations (Syauqi, Munadi, & Triyono, 2020). It was revealed that 38% of the students did not agree that teachers provided 
adequate mentoring, response, feedback, discussion, and clear information. Moreover, 52% of respondents reported that 
their experience in online learning did not increase in better knowledge, performance, productivity, and learning. Sim
ilarly, Means and Neisler (2021) found that students struggled to stay motivated without being able to talk to their 
instructors; students missed getting immediate instructor feedback and collaborating with their classmates. Instructors 
should provide ample opportunities for communication and collaboration during their course. Instructors can address 
this issue by using the communication and collaboration tools available to them in learning management systems such 
as Blackboard, Canvas, or Google Classroom. Instructors can use the announcements or email feature to send weekly 
messages, can use the discussion board to create discussion activities, or the journal tool for reflective writing exercises. 
Providing frequent and timely feedback can be facilitated by creating assignments and using the gradebook. 

Juggling Factors 

A final equity issue that was revealed during the initial COVID-19 pandemic was a newer term called juggling. According 
to Erza et al. (2021), juggling refers to the difficulties and demands faced by educators and students who attempted to 
juggle numerous demands during this time period. These demands included work responsibilities, family responsibili
ties, and academic workloads. Some instructors and students were taking care of family members or had children at home 
completing remote learning while they were working full-time jobs and managing their own health (Evans et al., 2021). 
Due to these intense juggling pressures, a reduced degree of concentration existed among these individuals. Similarly, the 
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survey revealed that approximately ten of the respondents indicated that their students struggled with balancing home 
and work life. 

As the pandemic continues to affect all parts of life, educators need to be flexible and aware of this juggling phenom
enon with students in their courses as well as themselves (Evans et al., 2021; Erza et al., 2021). In order to manage these 
juggling inequities, instructors may consider shortening the duration of synchronous sessions or shift to an asynchro
nous mode of instruction. Professors may also need to focus on their own time management and self-reflection skills. 
Finally, an open line of communication must exist between teachers and students when juggling factors start to impede 
performance. These small alterations can help all individuals involved in higher education to empower them to succeed. 

Implications for Further Research 

After considering the opportunities and successes that were revealed in this article, the authors concluded that there are 
implications for further research on the discussed topics. Although this article primarily focused on faculty perceptions 
and experiences, there is a need to examine other higher education populations, such as students, administrators, and 
other employees (e.g., administrative assistants, librarians, and instructional technology staff). These studies would be 
helpful to reveal additional ways to empower other higher education individuals who experienced successes and chal
lenges during the COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, their perspectives could be compared to the ones that faculty 
experienced for a richer view of these issues. 

There is the need for an analysis of instructional factors that were affected by the crisis, specifically the development 
and use of ICPs. During the current early 2022 COVID-19 surge, many ICPs have been implemented on higher educa
tion campuses. After the plans were used, more research is warranted on their effectiveness. How did faculty, adminis
trators, and students feel about the ICPs? How can the ICPs be improved? Since higher education administrators and 
instructors have been encouraged to develop and maintain strong ICPs that would help during future emergencies, a 
deeper dive into this topic would be a relevant one. 

Another idea for a future study is connected to the topic of resistance to change. A study is warranted into under
standing what makes certain professors unable or unwilling to adopt new practices and utilize new technological tools. 
Before we can help professors evolve their instruction, it is crucial that the barriers that are preventing professors from 
naturally evolving on their own are identified. Furthermore, after the pandemic experience, it is necessary to explore why 
professors choose to revert back to pre-pandemic teaching approaches without the inclusion of the successes they gained 
while teaching in a fully remote environment. An investigation is needed into these areas first to better direct how to sup
port and empower professors to advance their teachings to meet the expectations of the technologically-savvy student. 

Finally, more studies conducted in the area of technology equity, including socioeconomic factors, language factors, 
and juggling factors, are needed. There is the need for an in-depth analysis on how socioeconomic equity factors 
impacted student success in higher education during ERT and what changes faculty made to assist during this time. 
Additionally, these changes should be examined to measure their effectiveness during ERT. Since many faculty were 
unfamiliar with using new technologies during the COVID-19 crisis, a future research study could examine the impact 
instructional technology coaches had on faculty managing their online courses and communicating with students. 
Another future research study may examine the strategies used by faculty and students to manage their juggling equity 
factors during the crisis mode. 
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Conclusion 

As the swift change that has already occurred in early 2022 has shown, this pandemic is not over. How can higher educa
tion instructors use what they have learned to empower themselves and prosper in the new world? As Glantz et al. (2021) 
explained, “the COVID-19 pandemic has created an opportunity for positive change in traditional teaching methods. 
These adaptations can redefine engagement in and out of class while allowing learners increased flexibility and offer
ing instructors greater ability to reach their students” (para. 28). The most important change, regardless of the policies 
individual institutions are developing, is a shift in thinking about COVID-19 (Jaschik, 2022). Instead of thinking of 
COVID-19 as something that will pass, it may be wiser to start refocusing with the idea of how institutions can rein
vent themselves in the COVID-19 era. As was discussed by the authors, an astute idea would be to focus on the successes 
in course design and delivery that faculty have encountered rather than the setbacks. Hopefully, instructors can use the 
ERT experience as a springboard for what is next in higher education. Today’s overall changing higher education atmos
phere is an exciting one, filled with promise and hope for empowerment and development of a more inclusive learning 
environment. 
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PROMOTING STUDENT REFLECTION THROUGH 
REFLECTIVE WRITING TASKS 

Elena Taylor, Ph.D. 

Abstract 

Reflection is a necessary component of learning. Through reflective assignments and tasks, students are given 
opportunities to evaluate their learning and analyze strategies they use while acquiring and applying course mate
rial. Reflections also help students assess and think deeply about the information presented in class and thus bet
ter retain it. Through reflecting on their learning, students are also given the opportunity to formulate goals for 
future improvement. Reflective tasks can be implemented in any classroom, and writing is a powerful tool to do 
that. This article describes several writing tasks that promote student reflection both on the course material and 
on their own performance: writing reflective journals, reflections on writing assignments, reflections on teacher 
and peer feedback, writing-to-learn activities, and letters to the Reviewer. 

Keywords: reflection, self-evaluation, writing 
 

“We do not learn from experience… we learn from reflecting on experience” (John Dewey). 

Introduction 

Reflection has long been seen in education as a necessary component of learning. John Dewey, the American philoso
pher, defined reflection as “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 tends” (Dewey, 1933, p. 118). The impor
tance of learners’ awareness of their own learning processes and experiences has been emphasized by many educators and 
has become a foundation for several learning theories (e.g., Kolb, 1984; Mezirov, 1991; Revans, 1982). At the basis of 
these theories is the idea that learning is better achieved through experience and action, which includes learners’ reflec
tion on their learning experiences and processes, rather than through the passive acquisition of knowledge and skills (Pais 
Marden & Herrington, 2021). 

The literature describes a number of benefits that learners’ reflection has on the effectiveness of the learning process. 
When students reflectively approach their learning, they develop their critical thinking skills and problem-solving strate
gies (Crane & Sosulski, 2020; Fullana, Pallisera, Colomer, Fernández Peña, & Pérez-Burriel, 2016; Pais Marden & Her
rington, 2021). They can see the application of the knowledge obtained in the classroom more clearly by becoming better 
aware of connections between the materials learned in class and their own lives (Crane, 2018). Through reflections, learn
ers also develop the ability to evaluate both successes and setbacks in their performance and make goals for improvement 
(N. Anderson, 2012; Ryan, 2013). As N. Anderson (2012) stated, “When learners engage in reflecting upon their learn
ing, they become better prepared to make conscious decisions about what they can do to improve themselves […]” (p. 
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182). Carefully crafted and regularly implemented reflective activities can also activate student metacognitive processes1 

by allowing them “to examine and evaluate their personal investment of time and energy in learning” (Crane & Sosulski, 
2020, p. 86), thus creating the opportunity for deeper and more active learning (Pais Marden & Herrington, 2021). All 
these abilities facilitate learner autonomy and help students become independent and responsible learners in the future 
(Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Norman, 2010; Andrade & Evans, 2013; Benson, 2007). 

Reflective components find their place in my own everyday classroom routine. Based on several years of my language 
teaching experience, I noticed that through reflection on their own learning, the use of language-learning strategies, and 
factors influencing their learning, students can gain a better understanding of their language development. However, I 
also know that it may be challenging for students to engage in self-driven, independent reflection. According to Crane 
and Sosulski (2020), “Reflection […] best serves students when it is carefully structured (e.g., written reflections and 
directed discussions), guided by another individual (e.g., a teacher or mentor), and linked to clear learning objectives” (p. 
75). Therefore, as a teacher, I try to incorporate structured reflective elements in my courses, which primarily consist of 
English-language learners of various linguistic and cultural backgrounds, to maximize students’ learning experiences and 
help them succeed at the university and beyond. 

The practical implementation of reflective elements in a course (e.g., tasks, activities, assignments) can take multiple 
forms: written and oral, group and individual, formal and informal. In my own language classes, I often implement 
reflective writing by assigning individual reflective writing tasks, which allow students to analyze course projects, activi
ties, or their own performance and make personal goals for improvement. 

Reflective writing is described in the literature as a process that involves a transformation of experiences and life events 
into thoughts and feelings, along with personal opinions, viewpoints, judgments, and critical evaluation (Moon, 2001). 
Ramlal and Augustin (2020) define reflective written pieces as “very personal but also very critical” because, along with 
a summary of life experiences, they also demonstrate the writer’s “critical thinking, critical engagement, critical analysis, 
evaluation and synthesis” (p. 520). Morrison (1996) suggests that through writing reflections, writers can critically assess 
their experiences and observations and make meaning of them, which may promote their personal development. Similar 
views are found in Gibbs (1988), whose model of reflective writing culminates in action plans that the writer makes as a 
result of analysis, reflective evaluation, and interpretation of thoughts and feelings. 

Research on reflective writing also addresses its implementation in the classroom by describing reflective activities and 
discussing their pedagogical value and consequences for student learning. Grossman (2008) discusses four types of reflec
tions–content-based reflections, metacognitive reflections, “self-authorship” reflections, and transformative and inten
sive reflections–and their implementation in a wide range of courses. Greene (2011) suggests that the implementation 
of guided student questions, letters to self, peer editing exercises, and creative writing activities can encourage students’ 
self-examination, deep retrospection, and metacognition. Orem (2001) focuses on one type of reflective writing, journal 
writing, and refers to it as a powerful teaching technique in a language classroom that can empower learners by giving 
them the opportunity to reflect on their learning processes and practice authentic language. 

Some researchers describe pedagogical approaches and propose suggestions for promoting student knowledge of 
processes involved in writing reflections and enhancing their metacognition and reflective abilities. For example, Greene 
(2011) and Ramlal and Augustin (2020) propose modeling as a pedagogical tool that can increase students’ ability to 
write thoughtful, more evaluative reflections. Ryan (2011), on the other hand, suggests that providing students with 
models of effective reflections is not enough for the development of their own reflective skills; therefore, in order for 
students to achieve success in reflective writing, they need to be explicitly taught and scaffolded. Ramlal and Augustin 

1. Metacognitive processes are defined as processes of “reflecting on and directing one ’s own thinking” (National Research Council, 2001, p. 78). 
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(2020) found that implementing peer editing and collaborative group work may be beneficial in helping students develop 
their reflective writing skills. Using social media applications, such as Google Docs, was also described as an effec
tive pedagogical strategy that improves student reflective writing (Marciano, 2015; Ramlal & Augustin, 2020; Zheng, 
2013). Finally, rubrics that guide students’ writing activities and help them critically evaluate their writing were found 
to be effective in promoting students’ metacognitive skills that help them produce more critical reflections (Ramlal & 
Augustin, 2020). 

In this article, I describe several writing tasks used in my own classes that promote student reflection both on the 
course material and on their own performance: writing reflective journals, reflections on writing assignments, reflections 
on teacher and peer feedback, writing-to-learn activities, and letters to the Reviewer. Following the description of each 
reflective task, I will explain how the task can be used in the classroom and provide a few examples of students’ written 
responses. All reflective tasks described in this article were implemented in my own courses with English language learn
ers, but they can be adjusted to a variety of instructional contexts and be applicable to diverse student populations. 

Writing Reflective Journals 

Description 

Writing development is challenging to track. Based on my experience, students may not always be aware of the positive 
progression of their writing skills. Therefore, in my writing courses, I implement reflective journals2 to facilitate students’ 
self-reflection and help them notice positive improvements in their writing. The purpose of reflective journals is to pro
vide students with the opportunity to think about and analyze their learning processes (Carroll, 1994; Farrah, 2012; 
Orem, 2001). Because I follow a multi-draft approach in my writing courses, students receive a short reflective prompt for 
each draft they submit over the course of the semester. Along with aiming to promote students’ reflective and analytical 
skills and raise awareness of their writing development, I also strive to align these reflective journals with the course mate
rial. Therefore, the journal prompts in my classes are designed to help students reflect on the application of the material 
presented in the course to their own writing. For example, if we had a recent lesson on paragraph unity, a prompt may 
ask students to reflect on the flow and cohesion of sentences in their paragraphs. 

Implementation 

As I mentioned, in my writing classes, students receive a reflective prompt on each draft they compose in the course. 
Their responses are expected to be no longer than 250 words–not to overburden them with additional writing load and 
thus maintain their motivation. For convenience, teachers can design a labeling system to keep the prompts (and stu
dents’ responses) organized. For example, to label prompts of reflective journals in my classes, where three drafts are nor
mally required for each writing project, I use two numbers–the first one to indicate the writing project and the second 
one to indicate the draft (e.g., 1.1, 1.2, 1.3; 2.1, 2.2, 2.3). However, these reflective journals can also be implemented in 
courses (not necessarily writing courses) where students only submit the final version of their writing assignments. 

Below I provide some examples of the prompts used in my classes: 

2. An interested reader may also want to consider the following literature on reflective journal writing practice: J. Anderson, 2012; Boud, 2001; 
Boutet, Vandette, & Valiquette-Tessier, 2017; Dyment & O’Connell, 2011; Lew & Schmidt, 2011; Moon, 2006; Thorpe, 2004; Walker, 1985. 
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1.1 What did you do to come up with ideas for your paper as you were working on this first draft? What or who 
helped you? Describe and evaluate the effectiveness of this invention process. 

1.2 You already learned about transition words between sentences and paragraphs. Describe what you did in order 
to decide where to use transition words and which ones to use in your draft. 

1.3 Pretend a local newspaper is interested in buying your paper for $10,000 in order to publish it. What revisions 
do you think you could make to polish this final draft so that the newspaper would be happy to pay that much? 

2.1 Think about the audience of your paper. What rhetorical features (e.g., style, tone, language) did you choose in 
your paper to appeal to your audience? Are the overall content and organization of this paper appropriate for this 
audience? 

2.2 What is the most important information you learned about integrating academic sources in your paper? How 
was this knowledge applied in your second draft? 

2.3 Why do you think this annotated bibliography would be helpful to someone interested in this topic? What 
makes it effective? Provide specific examples. 

3.1 What is the most helpful and important thing that you learned about integrating quotations? How did you use 
this information as you were working on your first draft? 

3.2 What do you think can strengthen your argument? Providing additional support (evidence)? Including counter
claims with rebuttals? Something else? Provide specific suggestions. 

3.3 You just completed the third project of this course. What do you think you have improved the most in your writ
ing up to this point? What helped you improve it? How did you notice your improvement? 

These prompts are designed to help students become more aware of their composing processes and notice their grow
ing ability as writers. They can also help the teacher assess students’ progress in the course–that is, their understanding of 
the material and its application to students’ writing, their writing challenges that need to be addressed in class or during 
individual writing conferences (if applicable), and their achievement of the course learner outcomes. 

Examples 

Here are a few student examples of reflective journal entries: 

Example 1 

Question 

What is the most helpful and important thing that you learned about integrating quotations? How did you use this 
information as you were working on your first draft? 

Student Response 

In the past, I rarely used quotations. For example, I used the famous words of a person to introduce a topic or improve my 
voice. However, I never used quotations from an interview for a paper. So, using quotations for this purpose was new to me 
when I started writing the first draft. The expert that I interviewed for my project gave me many helpful opinions, so I used 
his words in my argumentative essay. 

The most helpful thing I learned about quotations was the format. The words and phrases given in class, like “in his or her 
opinion” or “he/she suggested,” were helpful to me. Learning about how to correctly use quotations helped improve my 
essay, and I hope to use this information in my future papers. 
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I also learned a lot about indirect quotations, and I never heard about them before. But the information in class helped me 
paraphrase some words of the expert that I interviewed for my project. I didn’t use many paraphrases in my argumentative 
essay because I think it’s easier for me to use direct quotes than to paraphrase them. So I think I need more practice in para
phrasing, and I hope to feel more comfortable using paraphrasing in my future papers. 

Example 2 

Question 

You already learned about transition words between sentences and paragraphs. Describe what you did in order to decide 
where to use transition words and which ones to use in your draft. 

Student Response 

I wrote my first draft for this project as an interview report. My topic was about the dining problem faced by international 
students at our university. For my interview report, I first took the interview of a credible person with their insight into 
the problem. For my second draft, I made some changes based on the feedback I had received. Out of the changes I made, 
one of the major revisions included adding transitions to maintain the flow of the report. Transitions are an important and 
integral part of any paper. Transitions help the reader to continuously read the paper without feeling distracted or going 
off-topic. They help the writer to make a jump from one topic to another in a smooth way. In order to put transitions in my 
paper, first I proofread my draft and marked the points where there was a change in topic or an abrupt shift from one main 
point to another, which disrupted the smooth flow of the paper. This is how I decided on the places where I needed to put 
transitions. After this, I looked at the feedback I received from my instructor about transitions and added some more places 
where a transition was required. Finally, based on the conference I had with my teacher, I decided how and which transi
tions to use. I used simple transitions in areas where there was not a major shift and longer and more complex transitions in 
areas where there was a complete change of theme. 

Example 3 

Question 

You just completed the third project of this course. What do you think you have improved the most in your writing up 
to this point? What helped you improve it? How did you notice your improvement? 

Student Response 

I think the most important parts that improved my writing were organization and sentence fluency. In the past, I learned 
a bit about this, and I always used to place a lot of importance on these aspects. However, I was still able to improve a bit 
more because I was able to learn more about transitions and styles that I could use in my writing. 

Learning about quotations was also very important to me because I did not use them that often in the past unless I used 
a quote from a famous person to introduce my topic. I think having this opportunity to improve my quotation skills will 
help me in future research proposals and papers. Furthermore, having the chance to practice writing quotations also helped 
me become more comfortable with using quotations. 

I was able to see my progress when I looked at my papers. Whenever I proofread, I began to notice that I used different 
transition words or phrases from what I used in the past. For the quotations, I was also able to see my progress based on my 
experience editing my papers. 
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Gaining these skills certainly helped me in this project, and hopefully, they would help greatly as I write my papers in the 
future. It is true that learning or gaining new skills may be a bit difficult because it may take time to learn and to fully inte
grate them into my work. However, reflecting on what I learn can certainly help me improve my writing in the future. 

Reflections on Writing Assignments 

Description 

In addition to reflective journals, where students reflect on separate drafts of their writing projects, students can also 
be asked to evaluate and reflect on their overall experience writing a paper, that is, after the final product is completed. 
Therefore, this approach would work well in classes where students are required to submit only the final draft of their 
writing assignment. The purpose of these reflections is to give students a chance to reflect on their process of working on 
the assignment, express their “intellectual and emotional reactions” (Nilson, 2010, p. 169) to it, articulate the strengths 
and weaknesses of their writing, and formulate goals for future improvement. 

Implementation 

Students are assigned to write a short (500 words or so) reflective piece that includes a personal exploration of the work 
they did while planning, organizing, doing research, and writing their paper. To facilitate this process in my classes, I pro
vide students with a list of guiding questions; however, students are instructed to compose a coherent, essay-like reflective 
paper rather than simply answer these questions. Here are examples of these questions: 

The Assignment 

• Briefly describe the assignment or the project you are reflecting on. 
• What was your purpose for writing this paper/for completing this project? How did you accomplish this purpose? 
• Who was your audience for this paper/this project? How did you adjust your writing to accommodate your audi

ence? 

Your Writing Process 

• Describe your writing process. If you were not given a specific topic, how did you decide on a topic? How did you 
find the information? What changes did you make to your paper in each draft? Why did you make those changes? 
How did you proofread your paper? 

• Of what value was an outline for your paper when you were writing? 
• Describe the work with your team (if applicable). What was the hardest part of your teamwork? What did you 

learn from working with your classmates? What was the most rewarding part of working collaboratively? 
• While writing this paper, what new things did you learn about the process of writing? 
• Describe your research process. How did you decide where to put the researched information into your paper? 

What was the most difficult part of including research? How can you make it easier? 
• What feedback did you receive that you think was helpful? Why was it helpful and how did you go about this feed

back? 
• In what ways is the final draft of your essay better than your first draft? Study both drafts and list specific ways it is 
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better. 

General Questions 

• What do you like about this paper? Why? 
• What was the most important thing you learned from this assignment? 
• What was the hardest/easiest part of this assignment? Why? 
• Which ideas in your paper have you found the most exciting to write about? Why? 
• What do you wish you could have done differently? 
• What would you change if you were asked to complete the same or a similar assignment? 
• What skills did you improve the most while working on this assignment? 
• What areas of your writing and researching skills do you want to improve based on this assignment? 

Examples 

Below I include two examples of student reflections. 

Example 1 

The assignment was to write a research paper. I chose the topic of arguing that using affirmative action in the college appli
cation process is wrong and should be banned. My report was geared toward college students. The main purpose was to 
inform the students about this issue and show my viewpoint. To accommodate the audience, I had to use ethos, pathos, and 
logos to convince the audience to believe me. I started my writing by outlining to organize my ideas. This helped because if 
I didn’t start with it, my ideas would be scattered without a direct line of thought. First, I chose my topic and then started 
gathering information from reliable sources. Then I had to do research more specifically on the use of affirmative action in 
colleges. During my research, I found most of my sources from the EBSCOhost database. Throughout this assignment, I 
learned how to use ethos, logos, and pathos to persuasively develop my argument. Along with this, I learned a new style of 
writing. Writing an argumentative paper is not like a regular report because you have to do a lot of research to know your 
topic thoroughly. You also have to demonstrate both sides. So, if you are arguing for something, you still have to address the 
naysayers who disagree with your point of view. 

The most difficult part of the assignment was trying to find enough useful information. I also had to decide how I wanted 
to organize my paper, break up the paragraphs, and use transitions between those paragraphs. The easiest part was writing 
up an outline–I knew the direction I wanted my paper to go. It was just more difficult to get it down on paper. Since I got 
all my sources from an online database, this made it easier to obtain a great deal of information–I just had to sort through it 
all to see if I could use any of it in my drafts. 

There are a few major differences between my first draft and my final draft. One of them is my paragraph style. My first draft 
was very poorly constructed with only two paragraphs, and they were just extremely long. In the final draft, I made it look 
professional by using smaller paragraphs with transitions in between. I found that writing this research paper was more dif
ficult than I imagined it would be. If I had to do this assignment again, one thing that I would do differently is change the 
format of the first draft. If I would have gotten the paragraphs right the first time, I could have had more time to work on 
other areas of the paper. The skill that I have improved the most during this assignment is writing annotated bibliographies. 
I never had to make one before, so this was a learning experience for me. I hope that for the next assignment I can improve 
my writing skills even more. 
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Example 2 

For this project, I was assigned to a group of five members, and we were instructed to do in-depth research on the various 
religions practiced amongst the students at our university and the different clubs, organizations, and facilities offered in affil
iation to the different religions. I narrowed down my research by looking primarily at the religions that are the most widely 
practiced on campus and found that they are Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. We constructed a research paper and a Pow
erPoint presentation focusing on these three religions and the involvement of the members of both international and local 
students. 

The first draft I made for this project was more rushed and not to the level that I usually do my work. I was at first dis
appointed in myself and actually had forgotten how time-consuming writing a paper was, but now I know how to better 
manage my time for it. However, I greatly appreciated our teacher’s helpful suggestions and tried to use them in my final 
draft. 

The religious aspect of this assignment made it more difficult to focus on the interaction with international students but the 
way I went about tying them together was by talking to international students and seeing how they involved themselves in 
these organizations and what positive experiences they took from them. I found that more international students than I ini
tially thought surprisingly do not strongly affiliate themselves with a specific religious institution, but they find the different 
clubs, organizations, and institutions educational and helpful to them in achieving a better sense of unity and acceptance 
on campus. 

Most students here feel like they need to believe in the religion to attend or participate in the organizations corresponding 
to that religion which is simply not the case. In fact, all religions have opportunities for prospective members, or simply 
students who are curious about the religion, to be involved. Considering that the audience for this project was the students 
at our university, I wanted to make sure I emphasized the copious amounts of opportunities available to everyone regarding 
the different religions and help them realize that the sole purpose for being involved with them does not have to be because 
you necessarily believe in that religion. These religions offer opportunities such as retreats, community service, dinners, and 
other ways to strengthen their religious community and bring about awareness of their faith. 

This project was both an individual and team effort. It was individual because though I was working with others to find 
information and discuss our topic, I still did my own research and made my own conclusions based on the information I 
found. Each member in our group took a different route in conveying the information attained but focused on the same 
information. I enjoy working with others, but I usually find it difficult working in groups because the work is rarely ever 
distributed evenly, and some people end up picking up the slack from others. However, I found it very enjoyable working 
with an international student because it gave me better insight into the project, and I spoke with her a great deal about her 
personal feelings here on campus and her transition. I have not had that much experience working with international stu
dents and have heard that most people found it to be either a good or bad experience because of the language barrier, but I 
definitely had a great experience and strongly commend my partner for working so diligently despite the challenges. I think 
this was a beneficial assignment because it allowed me to become more comfortable with researching, writing, and present
ing the findings of my research. 

Reflections on Teacher and Peer Feedback 

Description 

Another way of helping students to self-assess their work and make goals for improvement is to have them reflect on the 
feedback they receive from classmates and the teacher on their performance. I implement this approach for oral presenta
tions in my classes for English language learners. On each presentation given during the course, students receive feedback 
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from their peers and me. Then based on this feedback, students write a short reflection on what they learned from their 
classmates’ and teacher’s comments and how they can improve their performance in the future. 

Implementation 

This approach can easily be implemented in any course where students are expected to give an oral presentation. It can 
also be adapted for writing assignments if peer feedback is part of the curriculum. Here is an example of the prompt that 
I use (with slight modifications) in my courses for English language learners: 

Instructions: Based on the feedback you received from the teacher and your classmates, write down your 
thoughts on how you can improve your presentations for the future. Include both your oral performance and 
your PowerPoint slides. Provide specific examples referring to the feedback (e.g., “I was told my PowerPoint slides 
need to contain bullet points with key phrases instead of complete sentences. Therefore, for my future presentations, I 
will…” or “My classmate suggested I start my presentation with an interesting fact or question to catch the audience’s 
attention. In my subsequent presentations, I will…”). Remember: This activity will help you analyze your perfor
mance, develop critical thinking, and track your growth, which, in turn, will help you become a reflective and 
autonomous learner. 

Examples 

Below are a few examples of student reflections: 

Example 1 

In the feedback I received on my presentation today, I was told that I tend to rush through my slides, so in my future pre
sentations, I will try to slow down and present the information better without skipping important details presented on the 
slides. Both my teacher and my classmates also told me that I need to cite my sources. Therefore, in my future presentations, 
I will give credit to the sources where I take information for my presentation. I think it will make my presentations more 
credible. Another comment that I received and that I will try to improve in the future is providing specific examples to illus
trate my points. I will work on all these helpful suggestions in the future and try to improve in any way I can to make my 
presentations better. Thank you! 

Example 2 

My teacher suggested adding some visual elements to my PowerPoint slides; therefore, for my future presentations, I will 
include pictures and other images. I think if I include pictures in my PowerPoint slides, my presentation will be more excit
ing for the audience. I was also suggested not to use complete sentences but use bullet points instead, with keywords and 
phrases. I think it’s an important tool, and I will try to use it for my future presentations. I was also told that I should pro
vide a concluding slide because my today’s presentation ended abruptly. I will make sure to include a conclusion for my 
audience in the future, so it doesn’t end as a surprise for them. The feedback from my teacher and classmates was very help
ful for me. 

Example 3 

The comments that I received for this presentation were helpful. For example, I was told that I need to improve my gram
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mar, that I could include a relevant video in my presentation, and that I could add more colors to my slides. I think those 
were good comments, and I will use them to make my next presentation better. I will pay more attention to my grammar 
when I practice my presentation. I will also try to find a video and add more colorful slides. I will also keep doing things 
that my teacher and my classmates said were good, such as good eye contact and body language, clear examples and explana
tion, and helpful pictures. I understand that pictures can help my classmates follow my presentation more easily and better 
understand what I am trying to explain. And in my personal opinion, I think I should provide more examples for my audi
ence during my presentation. 

Writing-to-Learn Activities 

Description 

My first experience with writing-to-learn activities was when I was a student in an intensive English program. The teacher 
in my academic reading class frequently implemented these activities in class to help us reflect on the content of the 
lesson and the reading materials we were discussing. As a language learner, I found those informal writing tasks engaging 
and beneficial as they gave me opportunities to express myself in English as well as analyze information presented in the 
course at a deeper level. 

Writing-to-learn activities (WTL) are short and informal writing tasks that engage students in reflective thinking about 
key concepts, ideas, and material presented in the lesson. These informal writing activities can be implemented at differ
ent stages of the lesson and in any situation in which students could benefit from reflecting on what they are doing and 
learning in class. By encouraging students to actively think about the course material, WTL activities can help students 
more effectively retain the material (Nilson, 2010). They can also provide the instructor with valuable information about 
how much and how effectively students are learning. Finally, they can raise students’ awareness of their own learning 
strategies and approaches and their cognitive processes, thus allowing students to better understand themselves as learn
ers. 

Implementation 

WTL activities are versatile and can be used in various instructional settings, including university courses. As mentioned 
before, teachers can include them at any stage of the lesson to encourage students’ active thinking about the material 
presented in class. For example, at the beginning of the class, WTL activities can help students review the content of the 
previous lesson and reflect on what they learned. Some examples of the WTL prompts that can be implemented at the 
beginning of the class include: 

• Summarize one strategy you learned last class and explain how you will implement it in your other college classes. 
• Write a note to a student (real or fictional) who missed the previous class. In your note, explain how one idea from 

that class is particularly important to your life/studies (Barton & Heidema, 2002). 
• Write down, in one sentence, the importance or relevance of something you learned in the previous lesson (Barton 

& Heidema, 2002). 
• Based on the assigned reading for today’s class, what do you expect to learn during the lesson? 
• Write one question that you have about the reading assignment for today’s class. Explain how the answer to this 

question would help you better understand today’s lesson material. 
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In the middle of the lesson, WTL activities encourage students to stay focused and promote their active participation. 
Here are a few examples of how a WTL activity can be incorporated in the middle of the lesson: 

• The teacher pauses the lecture or the explanation of the material at the key juncture and asks students to predict in 
writing what they believe will happen next. 

• After presenting the material or explaining a particular concept of the lesson, the teacher can ask students to write 
a question they may still have about this new material. To expand this activity, students can be asked to exchange 
papers and either answer the original writer’s question or provide suggestions to the writer on how they can find 
the answer (Barton & Heidema, 2002). 

• After having students complete a problem-solving strategy, the teacher can ask them to describe the strategy they 
used to complete the activity and explain why they used it. 

• After reading a text (in a language class), the teacher can ask students to write the most interesting/important 
word that they learned from the reading. Students have to explain how and in which situations they will use this 
word. 

• After completing a group activity, students will be asked to reflect on the importance of this activity. 

Finally, at the end of the lesson, WTL activities can be implemented to identify what students learned during the lesson, 
assess their understanding of the discussed material, and encourage students to reflect on the lesson. Examples of the 
WTL prompts that can be implemented at the end of the class include the following: 

• Imagine that you have to go home and tell your parents about today’s lesson. What would you tell them? 
• Imagine that you have to explain today’s group activity to a little child. How would you do it? 
• Tell me about your favorite activity from class today. Explain why you liked it. How can you apply what you 

learned in this activity in your future studies? 
• What is the top single thing (e.g., strategy, concept, theory, principle) that you learned in class today? Explain why 

it is important/helpful/interesting to you. 
• Finish the sentence: “The most difficult concept/topic/theory/strategy for me today was… because…” Explain how 

the teacher can help you with this difficulty. 

Examples 

A few examples of student responses to WTL prompts are provided below. 

Example 1 

Prompt 

Summarize one strategy you learned last class and explain how you will implement it in your other college classes. 

Student Response 

One strategy that I learned last class is how to recognize the lecture language for the topic and plan, in other words, what 
topic the teacher will talk about during the lecture and the plans for the day. I learned that I should do this by listening very 
carefully for signaling words and phrases and by paying attention to the details at the beginning of the class. This will help 
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me in my college classes because there will be a lot of students in class, so it will be very important for me to pay attention in 
order to understand the topic and the plan that the professor has for the day. 

Example 2 

Prompt 

Imagine that you have to go home and tell your parents about today’s lesson. What would you tell them? 

Student Response 

In today’s class, we learned how to write an effective lecture summary that only focuses on the main ideas and important 
details, so that not only I but other people will be able to understand what it is about. For example, if I was in class and my 
classmate didn’t come and she asks me to see my notes/summary of the lecture, she needs to be able to understand the main 
ideas discussed during the lecture based on my summary. 

Example 3 

Prompt 

Students were asked to reflect on the importance of a group activity. 

Student Response 

I liked looking at different examples of genres and discussing with my classmates the features of each piece that belong to 
different genres and also thinking about the audience. This activity helped me realize that each type of writing has individ
ual characteristics, and if we want to think about the effectiveness of each piece, we have to consider the genre and audience. 
For example, we didn’t think that the journal article was effective, and we thought it was boring, but we didn’t think about 
the audience! It was a very interesting activity. 

Letters to the Reviewer 

Description 

When it comes to teaching writing, research suggests that students should be actively involved in the revision process by 
reflecting on and analyzing their writing and meaningfully responding to teacher feedback (e.g., Shvidko, 2015; Gold
stein & Conrad, 1990; Haneda, 2004; Hewings & Coffin, 2006; Patthey-Chavez & Ferris, 1997). By being engaged in 
the systematic analysis of their drafts, students become more attentive and reflective readers. To this end, in my writing 
courses, I implement a technique called Letter to the Reviewer that facilitates collaboration between the teacher and the 
student (Shvidko, 2015). A Letter to the Reviewer is a memo that students attach to each draft, in which they provide a 
short reflective note to their Reviewer (e.g., their teacher or peer) by identifying several strengths and weaknesses of their 
draft and asking for specific feedback on certain elements of the draft. 

55  |  PROMOTING STUDENT REFLECTION



Implementation 

Since I follow a multi-draft approach in my writing courses, students are asked to compose a Letter to the Reviewer for 
each draft they submit. Each letter has a distinct focus. That is, for the first letter (on the first draft), students are encour
aged to focus on the “big picture” elements (sometimes called “higher-order concerns”), including development, content, 
and organization. To help students reflect on their drafts and compose the letters, I provide them with a list of guiding 
questions: 

• What are the strengths of your draft? 
• What are the weaknesses of your draft? 
• Does the draft have sufficient support or does it lack support? 
• Is the organization of the paper effective? Briefly explain. 
• What part of the draft is in most need of further work? 
• What would you like your reader to pay close attention to while reading your draft? 
• Are you expecting feedback on any particular elements of your draft? If so, what are they? 

The second Letter to the Reviewer should briefly identify the changes that were made based on the feedback students 
received on the first draft. Students may also request feedback on lexical and syntactic problems (sometimes called “lower-
order concerns”), such as word choice and sentence structure, as well as mechanics and documentation of sources (if 
applicable). The guiding questions they can use while composing their letters include the following: 

• Briefly identify the major revisions that you have made in this draft based on the feedback that you received from 
your teacher and your classmate. 

• What difficulties did you encounter while revising this draft? What was the most challenging part of revising this 
draft? 

• What makes this draft stronger than the first one? 
• In what ways does this revised draft better fulfill the purpose of the assignment than the first draft? 
• What parts of this revised draft still need further work? Identify specific problems that you feel need to be 

addressed. 
• Are there any particular places in your draft you want your reader to pay close attention to? 
• Are there any language concerns (e.g., grammar, word choice) that you would like your reader to help you with? 

In their last Letter to the Reviewer, submitted with the final draft, students are encouraged to evaluate the overall effec
tiveness of their paper and identify the major changes that were made based on the feedback they received both from the 
teacher and their classmates (if applicable) throughout the process of working on the paper. Students may use the follow
ing questions as guidelines: 

• Briefly identify the major revisions that you have made while composing this final draft. 
• What difficulties did you encounter while working on this paper? 
• What makes this final draft stronger than the previous ones? 
• What are the major strengths of this final draft? 
• Are there any weaknesses in this draft you want your reader to be aware of? 
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The above questions can be adjusted for courses where students only submit a single (i.e., final) paper of a writing assign
ment. The main point to keep in mind here is to give students a chance to analyze and reflect on their written product, 
identify the areas for improvement and, based on that, request feedback from the reader on these areas of their writing. 

My observations of student work and students’ self-reports on this technique demonstrated that these letters help stu
dents approach their own writing more analytically, ask the teacher and peers for focused feedback, engage in the col
laborative revision process, provide more specific feedback on their classmates’ writing during peer review activities, and 
recognize the connection between classroom instruction and their own writing. 

Examples 

Below are some examples of students’ Letters to the Reviewer: 

Example 1 

Dear Reviewer, 

This is my first draft of Assignment 2. I followed the instructions in the course packet and tried my best to extend the con
tent of each graph, so I think this first draft does not lack information and reasoning. However, my reasoning sometimes 
could be illogical, for example, the two references in the first two paragraphs. I tried to evaluate the point from the second 
reference so that the paragraph could be read more logically, but I think I failed. Another problem is the transitional words. 
I tried some new words and phrases and it was awesome, but there were still many repeatedly used words. I will try to fix 
it. The last and the biggest problem is my procedure part and the purpose part. The last sentence makes me feel a kind of 
opposite to my research target, and I think this could cause trouble for my research. I would like to receive feedback on the 
content of these two sections of my paper: procedure and purpose. I also want to know if I used transitional words effec
tively. 

Sincerely, 

(Student Name) 

Example 2 

Dear Reviewer, 

In this second draft of the interview report, I have added most of the additional information the last draft was missing as 
this time I actually had the data from the interview. One hard part of this draft was coding. It took me a while but I figured 
out the coding scheme to organize my findings. This draft is definitely better than the previous draft due to the changes I 
made to the content. However, even though this draft is better, there is still room for improvement. For example, I would 
like you to give me feedback on the analysis section. Did I present the procedure correctly? I am also not sure if I used direct 
quotations effectively. Could you please comment on that as well? Do I need to provide more quotations from the inter
view? I hope I will get constructive feedback from you so that my next writing will be of better quality. 

Sincerely, 

(Student Name) 
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Example 3 

Dear Reviewer, 

In this argumentative paper, I wrote my claim about nitrogen fixation fertilizer. I chose to give a counterclaim first, and 
then use my own claim to counter it. I believe that using this way to present my point is more convincing. My paper has the 
strength of being convincing, but also, I think it has the weakness of being unorganized. Before I started to write this paper, 
I was planning to develop two counterclaims. But in the end, I could only develop one. I think I need to have more logical 
organizing in the next draft. Could you please tell me if my organization is good and if it makes sense to the reader? Do you 
think I need to find more evidence to support my claim? Finally, I would like to know if I should add another counterclaim. 
I appreciate your suggestions! 

Sincerely, 

(Student Name) 

Conclusion 

Writing is a powerful tool that can be used in the classroom to facilitate students’ reflection both on the course material 
(e.g., projects, assignments, and feedback) and their own learning processes. Reflective writing tasks, therefore, can give 
students the opportunity to think more critically and carefully about the material presented in the course and to learn 
more about themselves–their learning strengths and weaknesses as well as progress made in the course. Due to their versa
tility, the reflective writing tasks described above can be implemented in various teaching contexts and adjusted depend
ing on the nature of the course, the material presented in it, and the learner population. Using these examples above, 
teachers can also design their own reflective writing tasks to create opportunities for students to reflect on their learning 
and the knowledge they acquire in their courses. It is my hope that the reflective tasks described here will help teachers 
include more reflective components in their own courses. 
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"IT'S NOT ALWAYS POOR DECISIONS": 

Shifts in Business Student's Attitudes Toward Poverty After Completing 
'Spent' 

Jessica Parks, Ph.D. 

Abstract 

This Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) study examined whether undergraduate business students 
reported having different attitudes towards poverty after completing SPENT. SPENT is an open-access, digital 
poverty simulation offered through Urban Ministries of Durham. The author used the Reflexive Thematic 
Analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze 17 student reflection papers. The students were enrolled 
in an introductory finance course at a small teaching institution in the Southwest. The student reflection paper 
prompts were based on the four-phase Experiential Learning Model (Kolb, 1984). The author constructed four 
themes about the students’ attitudes toward poverty: (1) laziness and poor decisions, (2) multiple causes, (3) low 
wages, and (4) importance of education. This research offers implications for college instructors who use simula
tions and those who teach about poverty. 

Keywords: poverty, business education, poverty simulations, SPENT, attitudes toward poverty 

Introduction 

According to Columbia University’s Center on Poverty and Social Policy (2022), an estimated 14.3 % of U.S. households 
in October 2022 lived in poverty. This was partially due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which drastically altered 
the USA’s economy leading to mass unemployment and high inflation (Mutikani, 2022). While Americans are generally 
sympathetic to those living in poverty (Ekins, 2019), they have different beliefs about the underlying causes of poverty. 
Even though poverty is caused by both internal and structural factors, college students are more likely to hold that inter
nal causes (e.g., laziness, welfare dependency) are solely responsible for poverty (Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; Hunt, 
2004). Efforts to align business students with the lived realities of poverty are worthy of consideration. The SPENT 
poverty simulation is a pedological tool used to teach college students about poverty (Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; 
Smith et al., 2016, 2017). 

SPENT Poverty Simulation 

SPENT is a free platform that is operated by the Urban Ministries of Durham (UMD). It was formed in collaboration 
with UMD and McKinney in February 2011 (McKinney, 2011). The simulation was based on the real-world experiences 
of their clients who encountered homelessness and poverty. SPENT players begin the “month” with only $1,000, no job, 
no apartment, and no savings (Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019). Participants make three important choices at the begin
ning of the simulation: (1) job choice, (2) health insurance, and (3) housing. The participants choose between three jobs: 
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(1) restaurant server, (2) office temp, and (3) warehouse worker with varying hourly wages and work schedules. Next, 
the students choose between three health insurance plans with varying co-pays and monthly premiums. Lastly, students 
chose their residence. As noted in the simulation, student participants who choose to live closer to their jobs will have a 
higher rental obligation than their counterparts. After making these three selections, participants completed the rest of 
the simulation, making other day-to-day decisions. The goal of the simulation was to last until the end of the month with 
money remaining. 

Scholarship of Teaching of Learning (SoTL) 

The purpose of this Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) study was to explore whether the SPENT poverty 
simulation caused a shift in students’ attitudes towards poverty. SoTL work is intended to encourage reflexivity in teach
ing, foster new learning about teaching, and ensure teaching effectiveness (Chick, 2018). Therefore, this research offers 
the author and readers the chance to reflect on the value of a SPENT poverty simulation in various higher education 
classroom settings. The author used Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze 17 student reflec
tion papers across two sections of an Introduction to Managerial Finance course at a small, public teaching institution in 
the Southwest. 

This research addressed three gaps in the literature. First, it added to the body of literature on the use of the SPENT 
poverty simulations in higher education studies. To date, few studies (e.g., Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; Smith et al., 
2016, 2017) have used the SPENT poverty simulation. Second, few articles, if any, emanate from business programs since 
the studies are more concentrated in pharmacy and healthcare-oriented classrooms (Smith et al., 2016, 2017). There is 
merit to introducing poverty simulations to business programs since experiential learning approaches can be more effi
cient than class lecture alone (Gierach & Nesiba, 2018). Lastly, even fewer studies explore the shift in college students’ 
attitudes toward poverty after completing SPENT outside of healthcare-related disciplines. Continuing this work on col
lege business studies is worthy of consideration. 

Literature Review 

As of October 2022, an estimated 14.3% of households live in poverty (Columbia University, 2022). Poverty in the USA 
is quantified using an absolute measure, whereas anyone earning below a certain poverty threshold is deemed to be living 
in poverty. Poverty thresholds are produced by the United States Census for statistical purposes and specify the minimum 
income needed to cover basic needs such as food, clothing, and shelter. In 2021, the poverty threshold was $14,097 for 
those under 65 years old (Creamer et al., 2022). Poverty in the USA has drastically increased due to the 2020 COVID-19 
pandemic (See Table 1 for a four-year comparison of poverty rates). 

Table 1: Official Poverty Rates by Year 

2019 2020 2021 2022 

Official Poverty Rate 10.5% 11.5% 11.6% 14.3% (October) 

Poverty Threshold $13,300 $13,788 $14,097 Not Available 
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Attitudes Toward Poverty 

Attitudes toward poverty can be organized as internal/individual attributions or structural attributions. See Figure 1 for 
an illustration of the types of attributions. Internal/individual attributions suggest that the person is living in poverty to 
their own “individual failing” (Rank et al., 2003). Examples include but are not limited to laziness, lack of motivation to 
work, disability status, welfare dependency, and low educational attainment. Research demonstrated that internal/indi
vidual attributions could be responsible for poverty. For instance, those living with disabilities are more likely to live in 
poverty than their able-bodied counterparts (22.5% versus 8.4%) (Semega et al., 2020). In general, those with lower levels 
of education are more likely to live in poverty (Brady, 2019). Whereas only 4% of those with a post-secondary degree live 
in poverty, roughly a quarter of those with no high school diploma live in poverty (Semega et al., 2020). Lastly, welfare 
dependency (i.e., households receiving more than 50% of their total annual income from TANF, SNAP, and Supplemen
tal Security Income benefits) can be a cause of poverty, encouraging persons to stay on welfare (Crouse et al., 2008). 

In addition to internal/individual attributions, structural attributions such as institutional racism, increasing infla
tion, and low wages also contribute to poverty. A structural attribution suggests that a person is poor due to the ongoing 
“structural failings” (Rank et al., 2003) present in American society. With an increase in low-wage jobs, many full-time 
workers support their families on a Federal minimum wage of $7.25 (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d). As a result, it is not 
uncommon for full-time, hourly workers to live in poverty or rely on social assistance. In fact, nearly 52% of all fast-food 
workers rely on social assistance, including SNAP and Medicaid (Miao, 2020). The Federal minimum wage has remained 
unchanged since 2009 and does not keep up with inflation (U.S. Department of Labor, n.d). Due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, inflation has increased dramatically from 1.4% in 2020 to 7% in December 2021 (US Inflation Calculator, 
2022; Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022). Inflation has led to higher costs of food, soaring home prices, and ongoing sup
ply chain management issues (Mutikani, 2022). 
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SPENT 

Research found that both internal and structural factors contribute to poverty (Brady, 2019). However, many college 
students believe that poverty is only caused by internal factors (Hunt, 2004; Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; Smith et al., 
2016; 2017). As such, educational efforts to align college students’ views with the lived reality of poverty are worthy of 
undertaking. Poverty simulations have been used widely in higher education and have been tied to general changes in stu
dents’ understanding of poverty. Poverty simulations have also been tied to increases in critical thinking, understanding 
of others, and active learning among college students (Vandsburger et al., 2010). SPENT is an open-access, choose-your-
own-adventure-style, digital poverty simulation offered through Urban Ministries of Durham (2021). 

Specifically, the literature demonstrated the effectiveness of the SPENT poverty simulation in changing college stu
dents’ attitudes toward poverty (Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2016; 2017). Smith and colleagues (2016) 
conducted a SPENT simulation during the 2013 and 2014 academic years with 108 pharmacy, physician assistant, and 
communication science and disorders students. Using pre and post Undergraduate Perceptions of Poverty Tracking Sur
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vey (Blair et al., 2014) assessment, results found that students reported changes in their attitudes toward poverty. Smith 
and colleagues (2017) examined the effectiveness of SPENT and the Community Action Poverty Simulation (CAPS) on 
changing pharmacy students’ attitudes toward poverty. The CAPS program is another commonly used poverty simu
lation; however, it is offered in-personal as compared to the SPENT simulation. The 99 students attended Butler Uni
versity in Indiana. Both the online SPENT game and CAPS interventions had positive effects on the students’ attitudes 
toward poverty (Smith et al., 2017). 

Hernández-Ramos and colleagues (2019) sampled 190 undergraduate students at a mid-size Catholic university in 
the western U.S. The students were randomly assigned to the treatment simulation (SPENT) or a control game (Free 
Rice). Results showed no post-test difference by treatment (Individual Attributions p = .756; Structural Attributions p 
= .223). Playing SPENT, as opposed to Free Rice, increased students’ beliefs that poverty is attributable to structural con
ditions. It also diminished their beliefs that poverty is caused by individual factors. With the exception of a few studies, 
the SPENT poverty simulation has not been well documented in the literature. Additionally, poverty simulations have 
been rarely explored in finance, economics, and business literature (Gierach & Nesiba, 2018). 

Methodology 

This research was exempt from a full review as per the college’s Institutional Review Board. The 17 sampled students 
were enrolled in one of two sections of Introduction to Managerial Finance (FIN 301). There were 32 students enrolled 
in section one and 23 enrolled in section two, with a total of 54 enrollees. Each of the course sections was taught by 
the same instructor and used the same textbook, syllabus, assignment deadlines, and course lecture materials. Since 
the course was amid the COVID-19 pandemic, both sections were taught synchronously via Zoom on Mondays and 
Wednesdays (Noon and 6:00 p.m.). FIN 301 is a required course for all business students at the author’s particular insti
tution and is a pre-requisite course for all upper-level finance courses. 

The instructor gave students 15 minutes at the start of a Monday class to complete the simulation 
(http://playSPENT.org/). Then students were asked to complete a two-to-four-page student reflection paper. The reflec
tion paper prompts were based on Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model. Eighteen (33%) students out of the total 
54 enrollees consented to the study. However, one paper was dropped from the study since the student did not answer all 
of the questions. Therefore, this research analyzed a sample of 17 reflection papers. Since the author was also the instruc
tor for the courses, a third-party de-identified the data by stripping it of the students’ names and other identifying infor
mation. The files were also renamed “Student 1” through “Student 17” and the findings refer to each student as such. 

Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model and Reflection Paper Prompts 

During the Kolb’s (1984) four-step model, students engage in a concrete experience (i.e., SPENT) and involve themselves 
in new experiences. During the reflexive observation stage, the students described and reflected on their experiences with 
SPENT via a reflection paper. The abstract conceptualization stage is where the students compared what was just experi
enced in SPENT to their previously held beliefs and attitudes toward poverty. Lastly, during the active experimentation 
period, learners test the theories formed in the abstract conceptualization phase and use them to guide future decisions. 
See Figure 2 for an illustration of the Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model. This model was used to guide the stu
dent reflection paper prompts: 

1. Identify your job, healthcare plan and rent choice. Why did you choose them? Did you make it to the end of the 
month? (Based on concrete experiences and reflexive observation phases) 
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2. Provide a summary of your experience with SPENT. Discuss three choices you were faced with and the outcomes 
associated with them. (Based on concrete experiences and reflexive observation phases) 

3. Before completing this poverty simulation, what did you believe to be the cause of poverty in the United States? 
(Based on the abstract conceptualization phase) 

4. After completing the poverty simulation, what do you believe to be the major cause of poverty? (Based on abstract 
conceptualization active experimentation phases) 

Figure 2. Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Model 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006)   

The six-phase Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to analyze the 17 student reflection papers. 
During the first phase, the author read all student reflection papers twice. While reading the paper, the researcher high
lighted phrases and maintained a list of initial codes. During the second phase, the author compiled the initial codes 
from the first and second readings. In the third phase, the researcher organized those codes into meaningful themes. In 
the fourth phase, the author reviewed themes, ensuring that all the codes in that theme were relevant to the theme. The 
author then, in the fifth phase, named and renamed the themes until the theme’s name fit with the codes. The researcher 
knew when all the candidate themes reflected the data when a specific name and brief description of the theme were 
generated. The final phase corresponds with the results section. (See Figure 3 for a visual representation of the Reflexive 
Thematic Analysis approach.) 
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Figure 3. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

Results 

This research examined whether business students had shifts in their attitudes towards poverty after completing SPENT. 
Table 2 shares the job, health insurance, and rent choices for the 17 sampled students. The author constructed four 
themes: (1) laziness and poor decisions, (2) multiple causes, (3) low wages, and (4) importance of education. All student 
responses are presented exactly as original written by the student. Therefore, any grammar and punctuation errors are 
maintained to preserve the integrity of the student’s voice. 
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Table 2: Student Job, Health Insurance, and Rent Choices 

Job Insurance Housing Completion 

Student 1 Warehouse Gold Over $800 $52 remaining 

Student 2 Office Temp Silver $790 $1,592 remaining 

Student 3 Office Temp Bronze $725 Lasted 24 days 

Student 4 Warehouse Bronze $700 Lasted 30 days 

Student 5 Warehouse Gold $840 $505 remaining 

Student 6 Warehouse Bronze $725 $781 remaining 

Student 7 Restaurant Server Gold $808 Lasted 6 days 

Student 8 Warehouse Bronze $760 Yes, $1,592 

Student 9 Warehouse Gold $725 Made It 

Student 10 Office Temp Bronze $705 Lasted 16 days 

Student 11 Office Temp Bronze $725 $259 remaining 

Student 12 Warehouse Gold $725 Made it 

Student 13 Warehouse Bronze $840 Lasted 12 days 

Student 14 Office Temp Bronze $808 Made It 

Student 15 Warehouse Bronze $828 Made it 

Student 16 Warehouse Bronze $808 $284 

Student 17 Warehouse Gold $807 $73 left over 

Theme 1: Laziness and Poor Decisions 

Students shared they held negative attitudes about those living in poverty prior to completing SPENT. For example, Stu
dent 1, who simulated a warehouse worker on the gold insurance plan, stated: 

[I] thought that the main cause [of poverty] was that people weren’t motivating themselves to get a job or try and receive a 
better opportunity, that they weren’t managing their money correctly, or that they wanted to get government benefits. 

Like Student 1, Student 2 also held that poverty was the result of laziness, lack of motivation, and welfare dependency. 
Student 2 simulated an office temp on the silver health insurance plan. After making it to the end of the simulation, Stu
dent 2 reported: 

As a daughter of an immigrant and as an immigrant myself, there was a time in my life when I thought that people in poverty 
were lazy, when in reality this issue is a lot more complex and deeper. I mean, my mom must work to jobs so that we are not 
in poverty, but if she lost one of her jobs and all the benefits that comes with it, perhaps we would be in poverty… Poverty is 
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not about people being lazy. Poverty is the result of a broken system, or perhaps of a system that was designed to do exactly 
what is doing. 

Student 2 originally believed that poverty was the result of laziness. After the simulation, they reported that their atti
tudes toward poverty shifted. They now believe that poverty is the result of a “broken system.” Student 17, a warehouse 
worker on the bronze plan, shared that they believed that bad choices (such as gambling addiction) are the cause of 
poverty. 

… bad decisions. The reason I say that is because unfortunately my father was a gambler and I know my parents got into 
some unnecessary debt due to this. I can totally see that being a great factor in a town like Las Vegas. Everywhere you go 
there’s a gambling machine. 

Both Student 1, Student 2, and Student 17 all articulated that poverty is the result of internal factors such as lack of moti
vation, laziness, and poor decisions. 

Theme 2: Multiple causes 

After completing the simulation, students shared that they now believe that poverty is the result of multiple factors. For 
instance, Student 8, who simulated a warehouse worker on the bronze plan, shared: 

I think that there are many factors that someone can go through that can put them in a poverty and that as a society we 
overlook so many of those situations and assume that the person is at fault…Education being entirely too expensive, low-
income areas having lower education outcomes, lack of marketable skills, the minimum wage being absurdly low, growing 
up in poverty with limited resources to get yourself out, job loss, I think I could go on and on. 

This student, like others, shared that poverty is the result of both internal and structural factors such as lack of education 
and low wages. 

Theme 3: Low Wages 

Another reoccurring theme in the data was students’ belief that poverty is the result of low wages, high cost of living, and 
low-paying jobs. Student 4, who simulated a warehouse worker on the bronze health insurance plan, stated: 

I still believe that it all comes down to income and the ability to make or receive it. Everything costs money. To be able to live 
comfortably, eat better, be insured and enjoy some amenities, you need money. It is not easy to live in a country where you 
are struggling to make ends meet. In the United States there are many people who can’t afford their housing or living style 
even though it is at a bare minimum. Take for example, big cities or states like California, where many are leaving their states 
and move to neighboring states because they can’t afford it in California. However, the problem there is that they drive the 
prices in the new place they move to and now the residents of that location are also struggling to make ends meet because 
they can’t afford it. 

Other students also shared that they believe that poverty is the result of structural factors (e.g., low wages and high cost 
of living). Specifically, Student 7 (a restaurant server on the gold health insurance plan) stated: 

I believed many things before doing this stimulation project what were the cause of poverty in United States…Low paying 
jobs are the cause of poverty. High price apartment, high cost of food and every extra thing that comes up on a weekly bases 
that you have to pay for causes people to choose to either have no more money until you get paid again or to give some

69  |  SHIFTS IN ATTITUDES TOWARD POVERTY



thing away just to keep few extra dollars. Things come up every day that we have to pay for that we might not include in 
the monthly budget, like fees for dogs, replacing a tire, kids tutor lessons, being sick and needing to see a doctor. You almost 
have to make just enough to cover all of those expenses, but how much is enough? 

Both Student 4 and Student 7 cited the role that low wages have as a contributor to poverty. Many of the students dis
cussed low-wage in more detail before and after the simulation. 

Theme 4: Importance of Education 

Overall, students felt that “a lack of access to education is a major cause of poverty because uneducated people will have 
an even more difficult time navigating the system” (Student 2). Student 10, who simulated the warehouse worker on the 
gold insurance plan, stated: 

Without education, it would be even worse and make it impossible to find a good job to leave poverty. I don’t totally disagree 
with my points prior to the simulation, but I do have further points that support some of these ideas while also getting a 
clear image of what the problem comes from. 

Additionally, Student 11 (office temp enrolled in the bronze plan) emphasized lack of education as a cause of poverty. 
Student 11 shared: 

I truly believed that the cause of poverty is a lack of opportunity and sometimes a lack of education. I do not believe that 
everyone has access to the same resources and the same opportunities…I also believed a lack of higher education seemed to 
immediately close doors for many people. Higher paying jobs often require college degrees where certain skill sets are taught. 
If you did not have the degree to prove you have the needed skills set, those jobs were unavailable to you. You would have to 
take a job with lower wages that more people without credentials would be qualified for. 

Both Student 10 and Student 11 emphasized the importance of education as both a cause of poverty and a tool to escape 
poverty. 

Conclusion 

This SoTL research examined whether business students reported different attitudes towards poverty after completing 
SPENT. This research used Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze 17 student reflection papers 
across two sections of an Introduction to Managerial Finance course at a small, teaching institution in the southwest. 
The student reflection papers were based on the four-phase Experiential Learning Model (Kolb, 1984). This research 
constructed four themes: (1) laziness and poor decisions, (2) multiple causes, (3) low wages, and (4) importance of edu
cation. 

As outlined in Theme 1, students originally held that poverty is caused by laziness and poor decision-making. This 
finding aligns with research demonstrating that college students may have negative attitudes and hold internal attribu
tions of poverty (Hunt, 2004). Theme 2 showed that students believed that poverty was caused by multiple factors align
ing with the literature on internal and structural factors (Brady, 2019; Rank et al, 2003; Semega et al., 2020). In theme 3, 
many students shared that low wages are a primary contributor of poverty (Miao, 2020). This is not surprising given that 
all student-participant were placed into low-wage jobs in the simulation. Lastly, it is not surprising that students shared 
the importance of education as a tool to escape poverty (Theme 4). Lack of education, in the literature, has been well-
documented as a cause of poverty (Semega et al., 2020). 
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This study adds to the emerging body of literature demonstrating that SPENT is an effective tool in changing stu
dents’ attitudes toward poverty (Hernández-Ramos et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2016; 2017). However, this research is not 
without limitations. Although these findings cannot be generalized to all college students, they reflect this particular 
group of student participants. As noted by Chick (2018), students’ participation may be tied to their adoration of the 
instructor or feeling as if the instructor might fail them for not participating. To remedy this issue, the instructor fol
lowed strict IRB protocols. Further, this research has implications for college instructors whose courses have an emphasis 
on poverty. These might include but are not limited to sociology, business, and human services. Future mixed-methods 
research might use both an attitude toward poverty scale (Blair et al., 2014) and student reflection paper data. 
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