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Abstract

This paper describes work done with first year students in an academic literacy foundation course at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg. It is concerned with encouraging students to develop meta-cognitive reflective skills as a means to enhancing learning and developing higher order thinking. The work emphasizes the value of promoting reflection in relation to particular and situated learning tasks.  By using their own voices in their reflections, students remain grounded in their existing identities and thus more easily make the transition from their everyday language use to the academic languages required at the University.   The research also shows that reflectivity is a developable ability and as students acquire more practice, their reflections become more articulated and elaborated - the ability to self-reflect is not separate from the process of coming to know and understand.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Optimal learning occurs once the phenomenon of learning itself has become an object of reflection … something that can be explicitly talked about and discussed and can be the object of conscious planning and analysis’ (Saljo, 1979: 446 in Candy, 1991)

Introduction

The importance of promoting reflective thinking in students as a route to optimal learning has become a matter of conventional wisdom among many educators. However, we find both a lack of clarity in much of the terminology and few examples of reflection put into practice, especially for students in the early stages of their academic careers. This paper examines this issue in our particular situation as teachers of first year ESL students doing a ‘foundation’ course in academic literacy in the Humanities Faculty at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg.  It is based on the collaborative work of two researchers: Stella Granville, co–ordinator of the above-mentioned foundation course, is responsible for matters of pedagogy, assessment and course development; Laura Dison is responsible for promoting teaching and learning in the Faculty of Humanities as a whole and her role is to advise staff members of the Faculty on issues of curriculum and pedagogy.

We argue that meta-cognitive reflection can enable the acquisition of academic social languages (Gee, 2001), encourage higher-order thinking and promote more effective learning. By reflecting on classroom tasks using their own voices students can more easily make the transition from their everyday vernacular languages to the specialist languages required by the University. We also suggest that different types of learning situations  produce different orders of reflection.  In one situation where students had to reflect and comment in a very generalised way about the course materials, students produced very low-level responses; in another, where students were immersed in a more engaging task, relating to a term-long research project, students produced rich and complex responses. The quality and the level of reflection changed according to the context and extent to which students were invested in a particular learning experience.            
Reflection, meta-cognition and learning

According to a number of taxonomies (Biggs, 1999, Perkins, 1992) that categorize levels of understanding in an academic discipline, the ability to think meta-cognitively is regarded as essential for undertaking higher-order tasks within the discourses and conventions of the different disciplines.  Tishman et al (1995: 67) contend that meta-cognition is the activity of reflecting on and evaluating one’s own thinking processes. 

‘Not only can we engage in high-level cognitive activities like making decisions, solving problems and making plans, we can also stand back and oversee our thinking as we do these things’.

Reflection becomes meta-cognitive when it involves evaluating one’s own thinking processes.  According to Kitchener (1983) meta-cognitive reflection goes beyond mere information processing; it concerns awareness of the thinking and the learning; it is learning to learn, evaluate and correct the information processing.  This involves asking questions about how to deepen understanding, for example, “What is this about?  Why do we need it? What does mean? What are the implications, etc?  Gardner (1990) emphasizes self-reflexivity, which involves what he refers to as ‘intra-personal intelligence’- this is similar to Tishman’s notion of ‘overseeing’ one’s own thinking.

When we started this work we were challenged to define what we meant by ‘reflection’, ‘self reflection’ and ‘meta-cognitive reflection’.  Distinctions between what we call ‘task- related reflection’, ‘self-reflection’ and ‘meta-cognitive reflection’ emerged for us in the course of the research project.  According to our observations, thinking becomes ‘reflective’ when students move beyond thinking about the actual object of the learning (for example, how to categorize, compare, summarize, write conclusions etc.);  ‘task- related’ reflection occurs as the student struggles to grasp the essence of the concepts or skills needed in a specific learning situation – the object of the learning may be concepts, skills, or any aspect of the learning tasks themselves.  Students move to ‘self-reflection’ when they think about their own engagement, approaches and particularly strategies in relation to the object of learning.  Meta-cognitive reflection happens when the reflection becomes more articulated, elaborated and creative; it goes beyond the task itself to the wider implications of the work at hand.

Perkins (1992: 102) provides a valuable set of ideas about how meta-cognition may be developed through what he terms ‘the meta-curriculum’.  It does not have its own class periods but is ‘infused into the usual teaching of subject matters, enriching and amplifying them’.  Some of his ideas include developing a range of different kinds of knowledge and ‘dispositions’ in students.  These dispositions do not happen by themselves but are achieved by ‘cultivating attitudes of reflective thought’. 

Context of the study

Foundation courses in the Faculty of Humanities were intended to provide redress for students who, under apartheid, were denied access to adequate standards of education at primary and secondary school.  The students’ primary languages range across all 11 of South Africa’s official languages, but for most students English is a second language.  Although much progress has been made regarding improvement of curricula and facilities since the advent of democracy in 1994, many of the students come from rural areas where teachers are under-qualified and where facilities are less than basic. The foundation courses are intended to act as a bridge, giving students additional learning support in their first year at University in order to help them deal with the demands of their first year courses. Students do mainstream courses in the social sciences alongside the foundation courses in their first year of study.
The course consists of two modules: the first module takes as its content the students’ experiences regarding their transition from school to university.  It is structured around a central assignment in which they are required to interview their fellow students and compare their findings with those of David Agar (1990) who researched the problems of first year students undertaking ‘academic support’ classes in 1990.  Students practise the ‘skills’ of mind mapping, classifying and comparing in preparation for the assignment.  Academic reading and essay writing are all integrated into the central project.  In addition, they are introduced to the rules of evidence, referencing, plagiarism, argument construction and other aspects of academic literacy.  The whole project is designed to enable students to enter academic discourse, while exploring issues of immediate relevance to their current situations and identities as first year students.  

The second module requires students to select a topic for a research project on multilingualism in South Africa.  The course continues to develop various aspects of academic literacy ‘skills’ but focuses on aspects of qualitative and quantitative research methods: students choose their own project; formulate a research question; collect, analyse and interpret data and finally attempt to reach an understanding of the questions and issues raised by the research.  This module like the first grounded in an exploration of issues close to students’ understandings and experience as multi-lingualism is a normal part of our students’ everyday knowledge  (Granville, 2002). We are also aware of the need to introduce students to the ‘culture’ of the university and to ‘take account of issues of identity and the institutional relationships of power and authority’ that surround the practices of the institution (Lea and Street, 1998: 157).

Responses to meta-level questions

As part of our general plan to investigate our mediation strategies on the course we decided to try to promote reflective thinking.  In one of the course assessment tasks we asked students to reflect generally on the course as a whole.  What we hoped was that students would tell us something about the way in which they were experiencing the course.  We hoped to gain insights on how well the materials, the methods, approaches, and the assessment procedures were working.

Below are examples of some of the questions we set:

What new insights and/new learning have you experienced in the course so far?

What confusions or difficulties have you had?

What has interested you or not interested you so far.  Give reasons.

Have you learnt anything that has been useful or relevant to you in your other courses?

This exercise was a notable failure.  As can be seen below, students’ voices were bland and meaningless.  Their comments were flat, formulaic and unanalytic.  They showed no particular engagement with important issues raised in the course or any depth of understanding or commitment to the learning process. 

‘We learnt about comparisons – it was interesting.’

‘It links with what we do and what we are going to do in the future in our lectures.’

           ‘The relevance of the lectures to our course was good and well prepared.’ 

At that stage we surmised that the lack of immediate context of the task might well have produced this outcome. 
Later on in the course, towards the end of the year, we tried to use meta-level questions again, in an attempt to elicit student’s responses’ to the research project.  We hoped to avoid  the failure experienced with the generic questions by setting more ‘context-embedded’ (Cummins, 1996) questions based on specific class activities relating to the final stages of the research project that students had worked on for a whole term.  At that stage we were influenced by Cummins work.  He has argued that contextual support enables students to handle complex tasks if they can bring to such tasks prior experience,  personal interest or cultural familiarity. We hoped that context-based questions might produce more complex reflections.  Some of the questions we asked the students were as follows: 

Do you think the qualitative and quantitative methods helped you to organise your data?  What could you have done better?

How hard or easy was it for you and your group to come to a conclusion based on the findings of your research?

In contrast with the previous experience, these questions yielded interesting and surprising responses.  The data provided rich insights into students’ experiences of their learning processes - what they had found to be easy and what they had struggled with.

Examples from the data

Student responses to the second question, ‘How hard or easy was it for you and your group to come to a conclusion based on the findings of your research?’ are presented below:

Fairly difficult because you have to come up with categories that relate to your main research question and therefore try to see whether the findings lead to your research question and aim.

Fairly difficult because of the contradiction of results and we struggle to combine our findings to make a clear answer.

It was easy to make conclusions because we all had similar findings, the sample of counter patterns were not making it difficult for us to come to a conclusion.

It was fairly difficult because the sample or number of people we interviewed wasn’t enough to make a claim for our conclusion. Who knows? If we had interviewed more than what we did we might have find a different answer.

Easy, because we collected our data effectively which I think is the first step that is taken for an effective research project without it nothing will happen.  After that from the data its easy to deduce graphs which will lead to qualitative and interpretations.

Clearly something interesting and challenging was happening, suggesting that this direction of study could be taken further.  It had became apparent to us that integrating meta-level questions into the course programme was in itself promoting student’s thinking, learning and the acquisition of an academic language.  Thus, instead of focussing our attention on the effectiveness of the teaching materials, we decided to change the emphasis of the study and attempt to

· Construct a more rigorous rather than intuitive way of analysing student reflections

· Investigate and identify the mechanisms/strategies we had used to initiate the process of reflection

Impressions from the data

What we found interesting was the fact that these responses seemed to show students fully engaged in reflecting on the difficulties and challenges involved in their learning and understanding of one small but crucial aspect of their research projects - the formulation of conclusions.

According to Laurillard (1993) ‘it is not easy to penetrate the private world of someone coming to an understanding of an idea’.  The original idea of the questionnaire was intended to be a research tool for helping us think about the effectiveness of our teaching intervention.  However, what was almost more interesting in this data was the extent to which we were able to get a very small glimpse into the learning experience of our students in that particular learning context – and, on looking at the responses we thought that we may have partially tapped into that private world of their sense-making.

There was evidence of analytic thinking – of students making connections and starting to see the ‘big picture’ in relation to the purposes and outcomes of the research project.  For example, in the first response above, the student recognises that the categories identified in her group’s findings are connected to the broad purpose of their project enabling them to reach conclusions.  According to Biggs’( 1999)  SOLO taxonomy (Structure of Learning Outcomes), thinking becomes higher-order when students can link and connect one aspect of a task to another and discern relationships.  These responses reveal awareness of the need to make choices and selections in the process of concluding the project.  The reflective process appears to have generated awareness and evaluative thinking (as defined above). 

Students’ ‘voices’ are evident in these responses.  This can be seen in their use of ordinary, vernacular language - what Gee (2001) terms, the ‘lifeworld language’of their daily lives and identities. This can be seen in the use of phrases such as Who knows! If we had interviewed more than what we did… and we had so many things we wanted to include. 
According to Gee (2001) the acquisition of a new social language and a new socially situated identity involves a willingness to take risks. He asserts that ‘the acquisition of a new social language) is tied to the learner’s willingness to trust and leave (for a time and place) the lifeworld and participate in another identity…( 6).  We can see, in the students’ use of language in the above extracts, a considerable personal investment and a willingness to take risks in a language which is not their own.  They take risks perhaps because, as Gee says, they realise why this language is ‘valued’ and ‘desire access to it’. They clearly struggle to use English to express the new and difficult concepts as seen in the following example illustrates this:  Fairly difficult because of the contradiction of results and we struggle to combine our findings to make a clear answer. The student’s message is clear and the concept complex.   Nevertheless, she has shown a ‘willingness’ to risk using a rather awkward and ungrammatical sentence in order to make her point. 

Other examples from the data illustrate students at the beginning stages of acquiring the new ‘social language’ of academic discourse.  They write about making claims, using categories, samples and qualitative data, identifying counter patterns, etc.  It seemed to us that in our efforts to make students ‘think about their thinking’ and communicating this to us in writing, we were facilitating or giving them permission to use their ‘lifeworld’ language as a stepping stone into the new language and discourse.  Furthermore, through this reflective process, students can grapple with complex and ‘cognitively demanding’ (Cummins1999) concepts without having at the same time to produce difficult academic language with its lexically dense, impersonal style, its complex nominal clauses and subject noun phrases, the passive voice, etc.( Hammond ,1990, Gee, 2001 )  
What we see here are students in transition  between two social languages; in what could be seen as Vygotsky’s ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ (ZPD). For Vygotsky, the development to higher states of learning is not automatic and needs to be supported by a mentor or teacher. the ZPD is the distance between the actual developmental level and the potential developmental level through problem-solving under adult guidance. The ZPD is described by Cottrell (2001: 18) as a potential for a ‘next stage’ of learning which can only be achieved through support. Mclean (1987; 268) says that the extent to which the ZPD is negotiated depends on “the nature of the specific activity, on the mode of social interaction and the kinds of communicative processes utilised, - and on the particular context that is created”. The pedagogic/ research tool of reflection had become a means of mediating the combined development of higher order thinking and a specialist language.  By being able to reflect using their own voices, they can remain anchored in their secure identities while they reach out towards new understandings and new identities with support from the lecturer. 

In the light of the above observations, it seemed that we needed to investigate the nature of what we had done - how the questions we had set the students had elicited the responses we got - and what these responses were telling us about what students had understood of the concepts we had taught and also, what they had misunderstood.  It seemed that what had happened was that they had started to reflect on their learning processes having been prompted to do so by the mediation process.

The experience raised some questions:

-What was the nature of this reflection and could the students’ responses be regarded as being  ‘meta-cognitive’- to what extent were they thinking about their thinking and their learning processes or strategies? 

- What teaching and learning activities contribute to and elicit meta-cognitive thinking in students and can meta-cognitive reflection facilitate student learning?
- Could meta-reflective techniques facilitate students’ acquisition of a new ‘social language’ and with it a new or additional academic social identity?

On reflection ourselves, we surmised that the differences between the first reflection and the second arose out of different situations and learning contexts. The fact that the richer responses arose out of a ‘context embedded task’ rather than the generic exercise, does not sufficiently account for what happened. It may be that the notion of a ‘situated’ learning experience is a more adequate form of explanation. The reflections we have described each  produced a different order of response.  The first general reflection on the course, early in the year, was produced while the students were still new to the institution and its ways.  Clearly students were, at that stage, still finding their feet on a number of different levels, not only academic but also  difficult social and financial adjustments were still being made.  The questions we asked, ‘What was interesting?  Difficult?’  etc may not have seemed relevant or meaningful.  Early in the year students are confused, are not yet able to evaluate experiences while having so many different issues to deal with at once.  At that stage the course itself and its particular goals and interests were most likely unclear and confusing as well.  Students were perhaps still embedded in their own lifeworlds and school experiences. 

The second more successful intervention took place in very different circumstances and the reflective task described took place at the end of the year.  The semester-long research project was self-chosen, requiring involvement and investment of time and energy.  Students had to deal not only with the challenges involved in the project themselves but also with negotiating with group members and members of the public.  The lived experience of the project on multilingualism meant greater engagement with the issues and challenges involved.  We believe that this experience enabled them to react and reflect more meaningfully.  Through the process of evaluating their own thinking processes, students begin to cultivate a new social language a well as a new academic social identity.  According to Lave and Wenger (1991) ‘learning, thinking and knowing are relations among people engaged in activity in, with, and arising from the socially and culturally structured world’(67). This notion of ‘situated’ learning more adequately accounts for the ability of the students to come to know and understand what they were doing in the research project after a year-long immersion in the new world they had earlier entered.       

Integrating meta-level questions into situated learning tasks

The following year, in our attempts to address the shortcomings of the non-specific, over-generalized questions, we made a conscious effort to integrate meta-level questions in relation to specific ‘situated’ (Brown et al, 1989) activities from the start of the year. Students were being asked to stand back and oversee their thinking while deeply immersed in their activities. This supports the view that being able to reflect is a developable capacity.  It does not involve mere teaching about reflection and meta-cognition, but is about students becoming reflective in particular learning situations. Candy (1990) suggests that students need experiences in which they are given opportunities to be reflective and responsible for their own actions. An example of this was a short initial task in which students were asked to compare the differences between school and university. The task had been chosen because of the ‘context-embedded’ (Cummins, 2001), situated, nature of the task for students who are familiar with the functioning of schools and universities. 

In order to do the comparison, students had first to categorize the subject matter so as to be able to compare like with like. They needed to use appropriate terms for comparing (similarly, in contrast, on the other hand etc) and afterwards structure the writing of the task by using a hierarchical structure of generalizations and illustrative examples. Their conclusion required a distillation of the main similarities and differences and their significance in relation to one another. After writing their comparisons, students were provided with a model assignment from one of the students in the class who had produced a well-constructed and well-written essay. They were asked to generate criteria for writing comparisons and compare the model to their own piece of work.

At the end of this comparative activity, students were required to address a number of meta-level questions related directly to their engagement with the task. We believed that these questions would help students manage their own thinking as well as help them keep track of how well their goals were being met. 

Some examples of these questions were:

Refer to the exercise where you looked at the differences between school and university:

Can you see what you did well in this comparison? Explain your answer.

Can you see what you did not do so well?  Explain your answer.

How would you do your comparison between school and university differently?

Characterizing student responses to meta-level questions

In the process of analysing student responses to these meta-level questions we could see that students were reflecting at a range of levels.  The pattern emerging from examining the student responses was that their ability to reflect and “oversee their own thinking” was becoming more articulated and elaborated.  Thus the ability to self-reflect was not separate from the process of coming to know and understand – it seemed to us that self-reflection and cognition were part of the same process.  By engaging with various information-processing activities, students were being challenged to think about how they were coming to grips with competencies required in the course at the meta-level.  

In order to analyze student reflections we adapted Perkins’ analysis of the stages in the growth of meta-cognition. In his taxonomy, four levels of reflection are identified: ‘tacit’, ‘aware’, ‘strategic’ and ‘reflective’. Perkins (1992: 102) describes students as “tacit” when they are as yet unaware of their learning processes. For example, when asked how they would do the comparison between school and university differently, one student’s response was, “Try to do better than the first one and plan the work and try to write in a chronological order”.  Though there is some awareness of the task requirements, the student lists her/his response in a general, formulaic manner. 

Perkins (1992: 102) describes students as “aware”  if they know about how they generate and support ideas with evidence.  The following response shows this awareness on the part of a student when asked how she would do the comparison between school and university differently. “By writing my essay in paragraphs, finding clear categories of comparison and having a good conclusion”. There is no clear sense, however, that she will be able to transfer the ‘skills’ meaningfully to the assignment task. 

‘Strategic’ students, on the other hand, organize their thinking and develop strategies for addressing course tasks. One student, when asked how she would reflect on  a previous  exercise, in which students did a comparison between buses and taxis said, “ I did not know that when you compare  you have to come with the categories first and you have to explain the similarities and differences.  It has helped me in a sense that before writing a paragraph I must categorise information.’ The student is using new knowledge to adjust to the task of constructing a comparison using categories.

‘Reflective’ students evaluate the strategies they are using and are able to assess and revise their own progress in context, thus becoming meta-cognitive. Students’ responses go beyond what has been given and they conceptualise at a higher level of abstraction. In our preliminary analysis of the data there was little evidence of sophisticated reflection at this level
At this point in our research we have begun identifying a number of criteria for differentiating low from high levels of reflection.  As we consciously provide students with a range of meta-level questions in relation to specific activities, we believe that their ability to reflect will develop alongside their process of conceptual understanding.  In further work, there is a need to monitor individual shifts in the way students reflect over a time period, and analyse their reflections comparatively within the group.  

Beyond skills: wider implications of this study

We conclude that meta-cognition is not only a feature of higher order thinking in itself, but it can be used as a tool to facilitate understanding and learning.  We argue that if learners can both perceive and reflect on the relationships between the goals of learning, the activities involved, the feedback they receive from teachers and be able to integrate all of these, then they can learn more effectively (Laurillard p 64). 

This, in our view, begins with seeing the internal structures, relationships and links within micro tasks.  For example, in the short ‘skills based’ exercise analysed above, students were required to compare the differences between school and university.  After tackling that ‘skill’ they had then to understand how that task was linked to the larger essay assignment. This required them to compare their results from interviews with fellow first year students with the findings of David Agar’s (1992) published account of difficulties experienced by first year students.  Once having acquired the habit of reflection, they can then make connections by looking at the importance of comparison in their other subject disciplines. 

Vygotsky’s notion of the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ ( ZPD) is useful for understanding our attempts to work with students’ existing knowledge and identities as a starting point.  Meta-reflection becomes the mediating strategy as students they are guided through the  ‘Zone of Proximal Development’ thus enabling them to expand outwards into further learning and understanding.

Recent literature on academic literacy has attempted to shift interest away from ‘skills’ to issues of identity and power within institutions (Lea and Street, 1998).  While we dispute what we consider can be reductionist approaches to the complex ‘skills’ students need to acquire in order to become academically literate, we do recognise that if students are to be properly initiated into academia they need to be able to ‘see below the surface’ of naturalized practices.  However, while experienced academics may recognise institutional practices as sites of power, it is hard to imagine how students can be inducted into these kinds of complex awareness without the concerted effort of teachers to make these things explicit.  But explicitness is not enough- it takes time to build such awareness.  If students are to be able to critique or contest institutional practices they need to gain both understanding and sufficient intellectual confidence to enable them to contest the authoritative voices of established conventions. 

If reflection on smaller tasks is effective, then such awareness may open up the possibility that students begin to extend their conceptions beyond ‘skills’ to wider horizons of thought and understanding.  While we cannot at this early stage of this project make large claims, we can speculate on the basis of these initial findings, that once the habit of reflection is refined and developed, it has the potential to build a range of understandings required in academia: it could facilitate the transfer of ‘skills’ to other tasks and disciplines; it could help students develop epistemological understanding of the nature and purposes of different disciplines; it could facilitate the development of ‘a new social language’; it could create critical awareness of how power relations operate within institutions. 

We reiterate the idea mentioned above that if students are able to reflect using their own voices, they can remain anchored in their secure identities while they reach out towards new understandings and new identities.  One way of doing this is to instil in them, from the earliest learning of the most basic tasks, a habit of reflection as detailed above.  With this they can build a stronger sense of their own identities in relation to those of the institution.  The reflective approach starts with the students themselves – their own cultures, knowledges and direct experiences of learning; from there they grow outwards, as they begin to make the connections they need in order to integrate their meanings with those of the classroom and the institutions of academia.
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