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Abstract 

 

In this article, we examine the organic relationship between reflective practice and literacy 

instruction in the secondary ELA classroom. After a brief consideration of reflective inquiry, we 

provide the context for the following two-part discussion. Part one examines two ELA teachers’ 

past use of reflective inquiry to address the complex nature of literacy instruction in their own 

teaching. Part two explores their past and current understandings of reflection as a means to 

manage the shifting landscape of literacies in today’s ELA classroom. We conclude by 

considering how ELA teacher educators can meaningfully engage preservice teachers with 

reflection and literacies to develop their facility with both as classroom teachers. 
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Intersections of Teacher Reflection and Literacy Instruction in the Secondary ELA 

Classroom   

Reflection has long been identified as a requisite element of effective teaching (Zeichner 

& Liston, 2013). Reflective inquiry allows teachers to better understand their actions, question 

their assumptions, recognize their own beliefs, as well as the beliefs of others, and alter their 

instruction for the benefit of their students’ learning (Shoffner, 2011; Shoffner & Brown, 2010; 

Shoffner, Brown, D’Arcy, Long, & Salyer, 2010). Still, teacher educators often struggle 

clarifying to their preservice teachers the connections between reflective practice and meaningful 

teaching (Beauchamp, 2015). While preservice teachers must learn how to engage in reflection 

as a conscious act of consideration, questioning, and problem solving, the complexity and 

individualized nature of reflection can make it a difficult practice to teach (Hourani, 2013; 

Pultorak, 2014). Moreover, preservice teachers often may not see practicing teachers engaging in 

reflection or, conversely, they may not recognize reflective practice when it occurs (Beauchamp, 

2015); this is especially true because, as we will illustrate, teacher reflection often takes place in 

the interstices of practice, and can be deeply personal and “invisible” if not explicitly named. As 

English teacher educators and those who work with practicing English teachers, we recognize 

these impediments to reflective practice yet understand the need for preservice teachers to 

engage with and learn from meaningful reflective inquiry. 

In today’s inherently complex and increasingly multimodal classrooms, secondary 

English Language Arts teachers have much to reflect upon—and preservice teachers can benefit 

from the transparency of authentic, consistent, deliberate and critical reflective practice that 

fosters students’ growth and discovery. ELA teachers have long been immersed in a discipline 

reflecting a “loosely drawn field…[incorporating]…shifts in culture and community, flows of 
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capital and discourse, emergent technologies and communications media, as much as it might 

entail language or literature” (Luke, 2004, p. 86). These fluid content boundaries mean that ELA 

teachers must integrate multiple meanings of literacy in their secondary classrooms, using the 

mediums of print, image, media, technology, speech, and presentation to apply the skills of 

critical thinking, social interaction, and individual creation (Shoffner, de Oliveira & Angus, 

2010; Boche & Henning, 2015; NCTE, 2013; Smagorinsky, 2015). They do so with students 

who embody the fluid contexts of race, gender, culture, socioeconomic level, ability, and interest 

found in the United States population (Michie, 2012; NCTE, 2014, 2015). 

In this article, we examine the organic relationship between reflective practice and 

literacy instruction in the secondary ELA classroom. After a brief consideration of reflective 

inquiry, we provide the context for the following discussion. First, we examine two ELA 

teachers’ past use of reflective inquiry to address the complex nature of literacy instruction in 

their own teaching. Next, we explore these teachers’ current understandings of reflection as a 

means of managing the shifting landscape of literacy in today’s ELA classrooms. We conclude 

by considering how teacher educators can meaningfully engage preservice teachers with 

reflection and literacy to develop their facility with both as classroom ELA teachers. 

Reflection as Inquiry 

   Reflective practice rests in the careful consideration of one’s knowledge, beliefs, and 

actions (Dewey, 1960; Schön, 1983, 1987), serving as “a thinking process which gives coherence 

to a situation which is initially incoherent and unclear” (Clara, 2015, p. 263; italics in original). 

Reflection serves both functional and critical purposes for teachers. Through reflective practice, 

teachers can examine problems, revisit experiences and consider different perspectives as they 

affect classroom practice (McGarr & McCormack, 2014). They can also use reflection to 
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analyze, question, and critique assumptions and understandings of the many social, cultural, and 

political factors affecting teaching and learning (Liu, 2015).   

As Schön (1987) noted, however, “the problems of real-world practice do not present 

themselves to practitioners as well-formed structures” (p. 4). Therefore, teachers must engage in 

reflection as a conscious and deliberate act in order to support both understanding and change 

(Zeichner & Liston, 2013). In the ELA classroom, teachers encounter a wide variety of situations 

that require identification, problematization, and exploration, from issues with content to 

concerns about students. Reflective practice provides teachers with the means to question their 

experiences, understandings, and beliefs; examine their practice and their students’ learning; and 

consider actions based on focused consideration (Hourani, 2013; Postholm, 2008; Zeichner & 

Liston, 2013). Teachers must take into account, however, issues of context, identity and emotion 

when engaging in reflective practice (Beauchamp, 2015). Reflection does not exist in isolation 

from outside factors, nor does it occur without input from the self and connected emotions. 

Engaging in reflection, however, encourages teachers to become conscious creators of the 

practical theory (Handal & Lauvas, 1987) that makes meaning of context and develops identity; 

in this way, they may construct and revise the values, assumptions, and beliefs that guide their 

actions in the classroom.  

   As Dewey (1960) established, reflective practice requires an open mind and a genuine 

enthusiasm to engage in the intellectually challenging work of considering beliefs and attempting 

change. Teachers who are open to different perspectives, particularly those in opposition to their 

own, are able to “seek different alternatives to the problems that need to be solved” (Liu, 2015, 

p. 139), which provides teachers with the opportunity to change, challenge, or confirm aspects of 

their teaching (McGarr & McCormack, 2014; Zeichner & Liston, 2013). Of necessity, then, this 
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purposeful consideration of practice requires teachers to call into question their actions and 

beliefs, as well as their day-to-day workflows, on an ongoing basis. As such, teachers are 

interrogating elements of their work and assuming the perspectives of others in that 

interrogation, even as they do the very work they are interrogating.  

Modeling and teaching such reflective practice is difficult in the preservice classroom, 

especially without an understanding of what useful reflection looks like for in-service, practicing 

teachers. In this article, we seek to make teacher reflection visible, examining the reflective 

practice of two ELA teachers and, by extension, its implications for preservice teacher education. 

Methodology 

In 2009-2010, while an assistant professor of English Education at a large Midwestern 

research university, Melanie co-conducted a study that examined secondary ELA teachers’ 

efforts “to create and support a multimodal classroom to engage students with multiliteracies” 

(Shoffner, de Oliveira & Angus, 2010, p. 77). Using purposeful sampling (Patton, 2002), Liz and 

Jeff were the two ELA teachers invited to participate in the study. Both were graduates of the 

university, with Liz having completed a Master’s degree in English Education and Jeff having 

earned a Master’s degree in American Studies while gaining teacher certification in secondary 

ELA. Both were teaching in local schools, Liz as a third-year teacher of 9th and 10th grade ELA 

in a suburban high school and Jeff as a second-year teacher of 10th grade ELA and film at a rural 

high school. Both also sought to integrate multimodality in their classrooms to support students’ 

literacy learning. As such, Melanie employed purposeful sampling to identify and invite Liz and 

Jeff as knowledgeable, experienced, and available participants (Patton, 2002). 

Throughout the original study, despite the piece’s central focus on multimodality, both 

Liz and Jeff maintained an emphasis on reflection as an ongoing action for them, operating as a 
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means of shaping and reshaping their classroom teaching (see Shoffner, de Oliveira & Angus, 

2010 for additional context of this study). However, given that reflective practice exceeded the 

scope of the original study, the resulting manuscript did not address the teachers’ use of 

reflection or its benefits to their teaching (and their students’ learning). In the years following the 

conclusion of the original study, though, Melanie suggested that they resurrect the data, so to 

speak, and work together to explore the teachers’ use of reflection in and for their literacy 

teaching. Two questions guided this exploration: (1) How do practicing ELA teachers use 

reflective practice to support their literacy instruction? (2) How can an understanding of 

practicing ELA teachers’ reflective practice inform the development of reflection for preservice 

teachers? 

   Drawing from themes examined in the original study (Shoffner, de Oliveira & Angus, 

2010), Melanie identified four specific topics for the teachers’ written reflections: student 

literacy, student learners, instructional practices and teacher reflection. During the spring and 

summer of 2011, Liz and Jeff completed responses to each topic that ranged from four to six 

pages. Each response was emailed to Melanie, who read through and returned it with clarifying 

questions or requests for additional information. Liz and Jeff addressed Melanie’s comments 

within the original reflections and returned the final iterations by Fall 2011.  

Melanie used qualitative content analysis (Patton, 2002) to first analyze each set of 

reflections by topic; through successive readings, Melanie identified the themes addressed within 

the teachers’ reflections on student literacy, student learners, instructional practices and teacher 

reflection. These themes were then compared across the teachers’ reflections in order to identify 

the main themes emerging from the data. Once these main themes were determined, Melanie 

shared her analysis with Liz and Jeff to check for accuracy prior to their collaborative writing of 
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the manuscript. As Patton (2002) notes, there must be some degree of reciprocity in research to 

validate participants’ involvement and effort. This manuscript exhibits that reciprocity by 

incorporating teachers as both participants in and authors of such work. 

The authors’ collaborative work was put on hold when both teachers left the secondary 

English classroom to complete doctorates. This process took several more years. Liz is now an 

assistant superintendent of curriculum instruction for an urban school district in the northeastern 

United States, while Jeff is an assistant professor of English at a mid-sized Midwestern 

university. Despite an altered context, both Liz and Jeff remain engaged with literacy, learners, 

and reflection, albeit in their current capacities as an administrator and teacher educator. 

Recognizing the potential of these expanded perspectives, the authors returned to the manuscript 

to present Liz and Jeff’s previous understandings of literacy and reflection before considering 

their current understandings of reflection as more than a process, but as an organic and evolving 

pedagogical stance, required for the teaching, learning, and ultimately, leadership of literacy 

instruction. This past and present consideration of reflection offers a transparent, longitudinal, 

and multifaceted view of teacher reflection, with implications for fostering a reflective pedagogy 

for future ELA teachers. 

Reflecting on Literacy and Learners 

Students’ literacy development is not a technical skill confined to the primary grades but 

an ongoing recursive process extending well into adolescence (NCTE, 2007, 2013), requiring the 

secondary ELA classroom to be a space of continuous literacy development where adolescents 

can complete literacy tasks that are increasingly complex and responsive to their needs (George, 

Pope & Reid, 2015; Springer, Wilson & Dole, 2015; Winn & Behizadeh, 2011). The evolving 

nature of literacy has created multiple ways of reading and meaning-making that include 
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“reading, writing, and a variety of intellectual practices that call upon the voice as well as the eye 

and hand” (NCTE, 2007, p. 2). As Jeff reflected, “the most integral component to literacy of any 

sort rests in the ideas of identification and computing. Literacy is context-specific, just as reading 

and writing rely on the manners with which we assess them.” 

Adolescents develop and master multiple literacies as members of diverse yet 

interconnected ethnic, cultural and online communities, allowing them to interact socially, create 

meaning and shape their environment in unique and profound ways (Moje, 2008; NCTE, 2007). 

Yet, despite the acknowledgment and acceptance of students’ multifaceted literacy, schools still 

tend to privilege traditional, print-centric literacies as what Gee (1989) called “dominant 

discourses” (p. 8), ways of being that may confer social status. While teachers may recognize 

and appreciate the different student literacies that have primacy outside of school, in the 

classroom, traditional views of literacy are more likely to hold sway, particularly if teachers 

rarely reflect (or reflect unproductively) on the ways by which student literacies engage with 

classroom experiences. In these unreflective environments, student literacies are often devalued 

or ignored entirely in schools, contributing to a “deficit” view (Gay, 2000) that focuses on what 

students do not and cannot do in the classroom setting. In adopting this view of learners, teachers 

ignore what “young people know, do, read, and write and want to know, do, read, and write 

despite their struggles with academic literacy” (Moje, 2008, p. 208). As Liz reflected, however, 

students refuse to fit neatly into prescribed boxes; a teacher needs “to understand each student as 

an individual with specific, and very different, needs, desires, interests and idiosyncrasies—

something that is an inescapable reality in every teacher’s interactions with students.” This 

nuanced and evolving understanding of students’ individualized needs and dispositions should 
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derive--at least in part--from teachers’ evolving reflection upon their teaching, their students’ 

learning, and the organic, democratic space in which the two interact with one another.  

As Liz and Jeff understood, teachers must respond to student difference by incorporating 

their strengths, abilities, interests and limitations into the daily life of the classroom. The ability 

to do so is grounded, in part, in the teacher’s pedagogical content knowledge, what Shulman 

(1986) defined as the ability to recognize and develop numerous “ways of representing and 

formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to others” (p. 8). This ability is also 

anchored, in large part, in the teachers’ ability and willingness to reflect on the daily goings on of 

their respective classrooms. The teacher then connects these pedagogical moves to the students 

in the classroom, since “in the face of student diversity, the teacher must have a flexible and 

multifaceted comprehension, adequate to impart alternative explanations of the same concepts or 

principles” (Shulman, 1987, p. 9). As Jeff reflected, when “a teacher refuses to modify 

instruction to accommodate the needs of every student… the value of the medium is gone 

forever… It’s up to us to teach them.” What both Liz and Jeff were confronted with in this 

literacy landscape was the need to interrogate not only their beliefs about what constituted their 

ELA content and literacy instruction but also how to make such instruction and content 

meaningful to their students, whose disparate literacy practices encouraged and challenged these 

definitions. 

In response to their evolving understandings of literacy in response to their students, both 

Liz and Jeff developed a reflective stance that allowed them to best meet the needs of learners in 

their classrooms. A multimodal definition of literacy allows students to engage in multiple 

modes of communication and expression as teachers draw from drama, art, text, music, speech, 

sound and physical movement, as well as digital media, multimedia and technology, for both 



Homan, Shoffner & Spanke   REFLECTION & LITERACY 

49 
 

content and instruction (Albers & Harste, 2007; George, Pope & Reid, 2015; NCTE, 2013). Liz 

saw this as an opportunity to “adapt my definition of literacy to include new literacies, from the 

ability to effectively navigate a hypertextual environment to the ability to visually interpret an 

example of argumentation and the claims it is making.” Integrating multiple literacies was often 

no easy task; for example, Liz dealt with policies that “strictly forbid the use of cell phones in 

school, necessitating a creative approach if I want to incorporate literacies predicated on this 

technology into my instruction.” She also recognized that “students’ access to the technologies 

that have redefined literacy varies widely,” which required her to “engage in creative solutions 

that enable all of my students to discuss and utilize their literate practices in our assignments and 

activities without setting some students apart or making them feel left out.” 

Though Jeff agreed with an expanding definition of literacy, he saw literacy as the ability 

to read and write, functioning “the same today as they did when the first caveman drew a 

picture…because he lacked the linguistic skills needed to describe just how big his fish was. 

Today’s literate is yesterday’s literate; all that’s changed is the medium.” The changing medium 

required Jeff to develop a more creative approach to working with literacy in the classroom; 

although he “had every intention of teaching literature in the same ways that my former teachers 

had instructed me: with the text at the center,” he realized that “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I 

didn’t acknowledge that texts only have value within a certain context.” Expanding those 

contexts expanded his approach to literacy-based activities: “Since my students tend to rely on 

visual stimulation to absorb and retain information, why wouldn’t I incorporate paintings, 

photographs, drawings, and videos into my lessons?” Accordingly, he created a unit on social 

change that examined art from Thomas Cole, music from Tupac Shakur and Dave Matthews, 
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propaganda from WWI through Desert Storm and guest speakers addressing events as varied as 

Columbine, 9/11 and Pres. Obama’s election. 

   Liz also turned to multiliteracies in order to broaden her instruction, “adapt my teaching 

to the learning needs of my students, and…engage them in diverse literacies that they are likely 

to encounter in their day-to-day lives.” When teaching the YA novel Speak, she engaged her 

students in action research projects that immersed them in multiple literacy tasks: composing 

interview questions, conducting surveys, compiling data and creating videos using images, 

videotaped interviews and additional media. During a unit on Wiesel’s Night, she again 

incorporated diverse forms of literacy, requiring her students to first analyze Jewish art created 

after the Holocaust before developing their own abstract art pieces and reflecting on their use of 

“colors, lines, and shadows to convey a wordless argument.” Considering her approach to the 

teaching of Night later, Liz reflected that “such an approach to integrating visual argument into 

an ELA class came naturally only after I was asked to conduct an analysis of art alongside 

literature for a master’s course; the same semester, I was taking a course on ‘hypertext’ that 

challenged the notion of traditional text.” Taken together, Liz’s teaching experiences and 

coursework sparked reflection that caused her to question, and then supplement, the traditional 

ELA curriculum with new modalities that she knew would allow some students, particularly 

visual and artistic learners, to access the difficult and deeply historical and emotional text more 

easily. Such reflections were not explicitly written down anywhere, but lived in the “space 

between” Liz’s classroom and her courses at the local university. 

The shifting contexts of literate activities may not alter the fundamental “reading and 

writing” nature of literacy, as Jeff reflected, but expanding conceptions of what it means to read 

and write—comprehend and communicate—in today’s world diversify opportunities for students 
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to see, think, read, write, listen and discuss “in ways that critically confront and bridge social, 

cultural, and personal difference” (NCTE, 2007, p. 5). Drawing on the knowledge, skills, 

understandings, technologies, ethics and dispositions that create their pedagogical content 

knowledge, ELA teachers can address and support literacy in their classrooms that increases 

student comprehension, taps into individual motivation and supports learners’ critical thinking. 

However, in order to do this, ELA teachers must adopt a reflective stance that is open to 

redefinitions and transformations of literacy or, as Jeff notes, of the means through which we 

engage in literate practice. In order to interrogate their understandings of literacy, Liz and Jeff 

needed to draw connections between otherwise separate experiences, including the experiences 

of their students, in order to adjust both their content and their practice. In the following section, 

we discuss how Liz and Jeff took on this reflective inquiry stance in order to consider 

implications for ELA teacher education. 

 

Reflecting on ELA teachers as reflective inquirers 

Zeichner and Liston (2013) describe reflective teachers as those who engage in reflection 

in order to examine, frame and address issues of practice and take responsibility for their 

professional development. Both Liz and Jeff embodied this description, understanding the need 

to be reflective teachers and, therefore, engaging in some form of teacher reflection. As Jeff 

explained, “I’d be remiss if I didn’t turn a critical lens upon myself and reflect upon my own 

instructional practices. Since I began teaching, reflection has remained an integral component of 

my day.” Liz, too, placed reflection firmly in her professional practice: 

My reflective self is never turned off while I am teaching; I am constantly questioning the 

activity I just asked students to do or the question I just asked students to answer, and this 
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is constantly feeding back into the decisions I make in the classroom… My cont inual 

reflection allows me to change course in an informed way to meet the needs of my 

students. 

This type of reflection, continual and embedded in the everyday working lives of Liz and Jeff, 

demonstrates how elusive reflection can be for the purposes of teacher education. How is a 

teacher educator to model and make explicit a reflective self that is “never turned off?” This 

question emerged frequently as Liz and Jeff interrogated their development of a reflective stance 

and process. 

Through reflective inquiry, teachers can acknowledge the importance of examining their 

practice to expand their understanding of teaching and learning, as well as their development as 

teachers. How to do this, however, is influenced by teachers’ individual preferences, contexts 

and constraints, developed over time to best suit their needs. Liz and Jeff therefore chose 

different means through which to engage in regular reflection about their practice. Though Liz 

enjoyed the more formal reflections required during her graduate studies, as a teacher, she 

maintained a blog that encouraged her to reflect on her teaching and “its intersection with my 

personal life.” Indirectly referring to the difficulty of finding time for reflective inquiry, she 

noted that the “real audience associated with the online venue compels me to reflect more often 

on my work, giving me an excuse to take a few minutes out of my day and capture my thinking.” 

 When Jeff began teaching, he also preferred written reflection, taking “10-15 minutes 

after school [to] lock my door and simply write about how the day went.” After realizing that his 

reflection was “ignoring student feedback,” he bought a digital voice recorder to use during his 

45-minute drive home: 
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My recordings rarely exceeded 10 minutes and, occasionally, they were nothing more 

than sentence fragments and mumbled off-color strands of incoherence. What I found 

interesting, however, was that these reflections offered much more insight on student 

response to my lessons than my previous written reflections. 

Over time, Jeff began engaging in dialogic reflection with his colleagues, as well: “two or three 

of us would meet after school or even during the day to reflect on our teaching, the students, a 

particular lesson, the school morale or anything else teachers talk about.” 

   Although Liz and Jeff initially preferred more traditional forms of reflection, their 

practice evolved to include blog posts, recorded thoughts and collaborative discussions, creating 

“authentic experiences with reflection” (Shoffner, 2008, p. 123) that were more likely to support 

their literacy teaching while mimicking the literacies they were incorporating into their 

classrooms. Regardless of its form, however, both teachers realized their reflective inquiry 

supported the ability to be “critical, questioning, and concerned about the needs of my students.” 

Both acknowledged that reflection caused them to call into question both their content and their 

pedagogy, Lastly, both emphasized the organic ways in which they arrived at their preferred 

modes of reflection. Whether through formal writing, informal writing, recording, or conversing, 

both Liz and Jeff developed approaches to reflection unique to their personal preferences and 

professional experiences.  

As Liz’s and Jeff’s teacher reflection demonstrates, the “mental process of trying to 

structure or restructure an experience, a problem, or existing knowledge or insights” (Korthagen, 

2001, p. 58) reveals the complexities and challenges of teaching in the secondary ELA 

classroom, as well as the “thoughts, beliefs, and knowledge that these particular teachers bring to 

these problematic instances in teaching” (Romano, 2006, p. 984). Their reflection also highlights 
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the opportunity for reflective inquiry to interrogate, support and alter their teaching of literacy 

and learners. Now, as former teachers, their understanding of teacher reflection has deepened 

over time. 

Reflecting on her understanding of literacy as a classroom teacher and now as an 

administrator, Liz explained that “I understand literacy the way I do because I am a reflective 

practitioner; I don't reflect because I have an understanding of literacies as multiple.” As she 

explained, reflective inquiry is a necessity for ELA teachers because it supports an expanded 

understanding of literacies: 

When teachers reflect on the needs of their students in the context of teaching what might 

otherwise be understood as traditional ELA curriculum, they are forced to face the ways 

in which their curricula, literacy instruction and even school-based structures might not 

meet the needs of all students; such reflection prompts adaptation of definitions of 

literacy, adaptation of instructional methods to meet the needs of individuals and not pre-

defined subgroups of students, and work-arounds such that school-based structures do not 

limit students' capacity to engage with authentic and meaningful texts.  

Emphasized here is not only Liz’s student-centered approach to instruction--one that places the 

needs of students at the center of planning and delivery--but her student-centered approach to 

reflection, one that can be useful when considering how to embed teacher reflection into pre- or 

in-service teacher training. As Liz explains, beginning with the student may lead to reflection on 

curriculum, institutional structures and established assumptions about content and pedagogy, 

highlighting the ways in which such structures “don’t work” for some learners.  

Jeff echoes the necessity for critical, reflective inquiry in teacher preparation, both in 

terms of preparing practicing teachers to teach and as it relates to the preparation of future 
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teachers. While he shares Liz’s emphasis on reflection as a critical component to overall 

effective practice, he also argues that reflective inquiry is both a vital and vulnerable endeavor, 

especially with issues of literacy: 

My fear is that while reflection is, for many teachers, a common, if not daily exercise, the 

spirit of reflective inquiry may be eclipsed by simply recalling the events of the day—

albeit, perhaps, in great detail—without the probing, distressingly disrobing act of 

shedding our pretenses and staring at our naked selves. Reflection without inquiry is 

hollow. But when we allow uncertainty and vulnerability to govern our reflections, the 

goal becomes not simply to confirm what we already know but to consider the 

possibilities that might lie in what we don’t know. As a teacher educator, nothing is more 

important to me than fostering a healthy sense of vulnerability and humility in my 

preservice teachers, and reflective inquiry is a great place to keep starting.  

Jeff views reflection as a highly affective process, one that demands an emotional 

commitment and connection to those doing the reflecting and those being reflected upon. For 

Jeff, reflection is more than just a recap of the day’s lesson, but rather, a state of inquiry in which 

incompletion and uncertainty are both process and outcome. This approach to reflection disrupts, 

augments, challenges or provokes in order to exercise that part of the brain that derives strength 

from a lack of conclusions. As such, Jeff sees reflection as an almost meta-literacy in itself, the 

constant critical practice of which aids in teacher educators’ teaching of other forms of literacy; 

for ELA teachers, understanding how to do the former can support teaching others to do the 

latter. In framing reflection as its own form of literacy, then, teacher educators should approach 

reflection not as a tangential, though vital, mental exercise but, rather, as an integral, highly 

effective practice akin to learning letters in order to read a text. In this light, Jeff’s consideration 
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of reflection-as-literacy offers curricular food for thought to teacher educators as they determine 

how to integrate reflection into ELA teacher preparation. 

 

Implications for ELA teacher preparation 

As Liz reflected, “In today's ‘layered literacy’ environment, a reflective stance is 

absolutely imperative. You have to be able to see the ‘grey area’ if you're going to teach students 

how to navigate and make meaning from today's digital/hypertextual/visual/audio texts.” 

Reflective practice allowed Liz and Jeff to recognize their ELA classrooms as evolving literacy 

spaces in which they were actively evolving co-participants. Yet as those who now work with 

preservice and practicing teachers, reflective practice encourages these instructors to understand 

the connections between their literacy teaching and their engagement in reflective inquiry, and 

prompts them to embed and model such practice for future and current teachers.  

Today, as an Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction for a diverse urban 

district, Liz still sees the role of reflection as an imperative component of in-service teacher 

learning and builds opportunities for reflection and metacognition into all of the professional 

development she designs for both administrators and teachers. When asked what she looks for in 

educators during the hiring process, the first thing she mentions is a “reflective stance” and the 

ability to be flexible, respond to feedback, and identify elements of instruction an educator would 

adjust or change following a demo lesson or task during the interview process. She explains that, 

particularly because of the work happening in her district, educators with a reflective approach 

are sought out and able to thrive:  

I imagine I would feel this way regardless of the district I work in, but especially because 

of our diverse student population, and especially because of the work we are doing now 

on equity and cultural competency, we need educators who are constantly introspective 
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and willing to adjust their perspectives and practice. It is not an easy space to inhabit, but 

it is necessary for today’s educator to be an effective and collaborative practitioner. 

Liz notes that while her day-to-day life rarely leaves enough time for formal reflection, she 

spends considerable time in discussion with administrator and teacher colleagues reflecting on 

the impact and outcomes of initiatives and instruction: “It is in these reflective spaces that I am 

able to process the impact of our collective work through listening to others, and I use these 

reflective conversations to challenge my own expectations about our work and to inform 

decision-making and strategic planning.”  

Jeff not only maintains an active, organic, and productive routine of daily personal 

reflection, but as a teacher educator and college composition instructor, he now finds that 

incorporating his actual written reflections into his pedagogy makes for a more transformative 

and transparent classroom experience. “Especially with my composition students,” he notes, “I 

always try to show, visually, how I, as one of the “co-authors” of our course, have reflected upon 

the daily experiences of our time together.” In addition to highlighting student feedback on larger 

assignments and daily tasks, he also presents written feedback on the class itself to his students, 

addressing what’s working and what’s not by answering specific questions: “How do I feel about 

certain lessons or assignments? What issues am I seeing in the class writing and how I do feel 

I’m addressing those issues? Is class engaging? Am I? Are they engaged? How do I know and 

what do I do about it?” As Jeff explains, in taking time to share his written reflections in class, 

“in all their grammatical flaws and uncultivated insights,” he is able to demonstrate to his 

students that teaching—like any form of composition—is very much a process: 

I want to constantly remind my students that their success—much like the success of an 

essay or a research paper—derives from thought, attention, and reflection, and their 
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course evaluations consistently suggest that they appreciate this transparency. Likewise, 

when working with preservice teachers, I’ve found that presenting my daily reactions has 

similar results as in my composition classes, but in these advanced methods courses, this 

strategy has the added benefit of modeling for my future teachers the role that reflection 

can play in their lives. Not only do they see how I’ve composed my reflective thoughts 

on paper, but they get to hear how I conceived of those thoughts and how I made 

connections between what we’re doing in class, what I wanted to do in class, where we’re 

going as a class, and how in the world we’re going to get there. Instead of teaching the 

importance of reflection, my students get to witness reflection in action and can 

determine for themselves not only the importance of what I’ve reflected upon, but the 

transformative potential of reflection in itself.  

The ability of reflection to support ELA teachers’ literacy instruction may seem self-

evident to teacher educators but, like all complex educational issues, this connection should be 

clearly addressed throughout teacher preparation. As we have highlighted here, student-centered 

stances that focus on student needs are critical to developing reflective pedagogy. Through a 

r/evolving understanding of student needs, both Liz and Jeff grew to recognize the inherently 

evolving nature of literacy itself. As one example, Liz adapted her curriculum “to incorporate 

visual literacies as frequently and as meaningfully as possible.” Jeff also came to reflectively 

rethink literacy in his classroom, realizing that while he incorporated diverse texts, media and 

technology as soon as he entered the ELA classroom, his instructional approaches were firmly 

embedded in the traditional literacy of literature study: “content and material and authors and 

dates and movements: the stuff of language arts.” Broadening his view of both what and why 
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students learn, Jeff saw a need “to equip my students with skills as well as the knowledge needed 

to put those skills to use…So, over time, I…altered my pedagogical approach to teaching those.” 

Perhaps even more challenging for the teacher educator than embedding teacher 

reflection within student-first planning and instruction is developing in new teachers a reflective 

stance that is constantly interrogating one’s own practice. While Liz and Jeff came to create 

multiliterate classrooms, authentic and explicit engagement with both literacy and reflection 

during their teacher preparation could have provided a stronger foundation for their efforts. 

Teacher educators can engage preservice ELA teachers in reflective consideration not only of 

literacy as a process but also in their role of facilitating a cogent and malleable understanding of 

literacy through critically considering the personal beliefs and evolving understandings that will 

influence their future teaching. 

The experiences and reflections of both teachers demonstrate that, since preservice ELA 

teachers typically start with a firm grounding in traditional literacy (or at least how that 

traditional literacy informed their conceptions of learning), these future teachers need authentic 

learning opportunities that address literacy in meaningful ways. While these learning 

opportunities can take many different forms, they should combine expanded conceptions of 

literacy with authentic engagement with reflection. For example, preservice teachers can 

● create multimedia research projects focused on the nature of literacy in the modern 

classroom and reflect on the transformation of or challenge to former definitions or 

performances of literacy 

● develop unit plans that intentionally integrate several different literacies to support 

students’ learning of a specific theme and reflect on the ways in which the planning of 

such units challenges their assumptions or expectations about teaching literacy; 
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● lead classroom discussion to examine a personally relevant aspect of literacy teaching 

and learning by way of reflecting on how the latter ultimately informed the former; 

● engage in classroom observations that focus on specific elements of student literacy and 

reflect on how they would adjust their own lesson planning in response to these 

performed student literacies; and  

● participate in collaborative inquiry and co-reflection with mentor teachers on the 

challenges ELA teachers face in trying to hit the moving target of adolescent literacy. 

These types of assignments may be familiar to ELA teacher educators. However, 

including explicit attention to reflection—ideally reflection that takes on the many forms of 

literate performance we discuss in this piece—will allow new and developing educators to leave 

teacher education programs with not only a teaching toolbox, so to speak, but also a reflection 

toolbox, full of possibilities for rehashing, reconsidering and reimagining their practice on a 

daily basis.  

As Liz and Jeff recognized, without engaging in ongoing and diverse forms of reflection, 

they would have continued working with traditional forms of literacy and familiar methods of 

teaching. In other words, only through disruptive, critical, inquiry-based reflection did they come 

to recognize the limitations of literacy understanding and engagement with which they entered 

their classrooms. Engaging in reflection on literacy, and even in some meta-reflection, as 

preservice teachers may have assisted them in that thinking; as McGarr and McCormack (2014) 

note, critical reflection supports “the interrogation of beliefs and assumptions that underpin 

prevailing practices. A critical perspective is particularly important in teacher education as…a 

mechanism to assist in the deconstruction of the apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975) that 

often determines student teachers’ practices” (p. 268).  
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While consciously addressing literacy through reflection, then, teacher educators should 

also consciously consider how to diversify reflective practices and “provide the appropriate 

means of reflective tools” (Hourani, 2013, p. 17). By experimenting with the form and function 

of reflection, preservice teachers will be less likely to “equate reflection with a specific format in 

a specific place” (Shoffner, 2008, p. 131) that belongs only to their university preparation. 

Multiple avenues for reflective practice are possible, as shown by Liz and Jeff: individual, 

collaborative, informal, written, dialogic. Preservice teachers can engage with multiple reflective 

forms and various activities that require reflection, including action research, journal writing, 

collaborative projects, case studies, class discussion and interactions with practicing teachers.  

Regardless of the respective function and form, however, reflection can work only if it is 

productive, authentic and consistent. Requiring reflection--or otherwise incentivizing it solely 

through points or quantified assessments--risks compromising its potential for sustainable change 

and growth. It is the difference between real reflection and simply doing reflection: what Gee 

(1989) would call “mushfaking.” Instead, teacher educators should frame reflection not as 

something done merely within the confines of an education program or somehow independent of 

teaching itself but rather developed as an integral and vital skill-set to the teaching profession 

writ large. Future research should also examine reflection from this broader perspective, 

exploring reflective practice and literacy as both individual and connected elements to answer 

questions such as 

• How and to what purpose do ELA teachers and/or teacher educators incorporate 

reflection into their daily lives?  

• In what ways do ELA teachers and/or teacher educators model their own reflective 

practice to their students?  
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• How might reflection be used to support and expand ELA teachers’, teacher educators’ 

and/or students’ understanding of literacy?  

• How do ELA teachers and/or teacher educators leverage social media in their reflective 

practice?  

Such reflective inquiry is necessary for preservice teachers to develop—and keep 

developing—the pedagogical content knowledge so crucial for student learning. As literacy 

continues to evolve and shape the secondary ELA classroom, teacher educators should also 

evolve and shape developing preservice ELA teachers’ literacy knowledge into “pedagogically 

appropriate” (Shulman, 1987, p. 15) forms that meet the abilities and backgrounds of the diverse 

learners in their future classrooms. Doing so asks teacher educators to consistently incorporate 

opportunities and models for meaningful reflective practice into preservice teachers’ curriculum 

(Hourani, 2013). By fostering an appreciation for and mastery of the literacy of reflection, 

teacher educators can better prepare preservice teachers to develop similar skills in their future 

students.  
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