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Today, the world faces rapid changes 
in different spheres of life. People 
have more and more opportuni-

ties from which to choose, and greater 
freedom of choice means that we have 
to take more responsibility for our lives. 
Learning skills are essential for coping 
in our rapidly changing world, and a 
most important skill is to learn from own 
experience or work by analyzing it. Al-
though metacognitive skills, i.e. skills of 
reflecting on and analyzing one’s actions
and thoughts and making corresponding 
improvements, are intrinsic to human 
beings, it is important to develop these 
skills constantly, and to have ample op-
portunities to practice them so that they 
become a natural part of our professional 
activities. 

As university teachers we expect our 
students to grow into future professionals; 
we expect them to start to think, behave 
and act as professionals. A hallmark of 
an educated person is the capacity to 
reflect on and learn from experience,
so that the learning yields meaningful 
interpretations of life occurrences and in-
forms future action. When that educated 
person is also a practicing professional, 
the ability to reflect on and learn from
practice becomes paramount (Marienau, 
1999, p. 135). 

But do we pay enough attention to the 
advancement of these skills in university 
classrooms? Do we pay enough atten-
tion to developing the reflection skills
essential for professional development? 
It is not very reasonable to expect that 
students’ reflection skills will develop
automatically over time. It is clear that 
teachers have to focus more on the devel-
opment of such skills and on practicing 
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reflection in university classrooms, so
that students can select ways of reflection
suitable for themselves and so that reflec-
tion becomes an integral part of their 
routine.

What is reflection?
The term reflection is widely used but 

its meanings vary by source. We talk of 
reflection itself, reflective learning, reflec-
tive inquiry, reflective thinking, and reflec-
tive practice. Reflection is a practice
that has gained considerable attention 
in the past two decades, yet Dewey 
began this discussion early in the last 
century. According to Dewey, reflection
includes careful consideration of one’s 
ideas and knowledge as well as of their 
foundations and consequences (Schön, 
1987). 

Reflection is based on experiential
knowledge of self—we give meanings 
to our experiences through the reflec-
tion process. Or as Moon (2004) stated, 
reflection as a process seems to lie some-
where around the notion of learning 
and thinking. We reflect in order to learn
something, or we learn as the result of 
reflecting—so reflective learning as a term 
simply emphasizes the intention to learn 
as a result of reflection.

According to Boud, Keogh, and Walker 
(1985), three elements are important in 
the reflective process:

The first element is return to experience. It is
simply the recollection of the salient events, the 
replaying of the initial experience in the mind 
of the learner [or on paper], or the recounting 
to others of the features of the experience. The 
second element is attention to feelings. This 
happens by utilizing positive feelings and re-
moving obstructing ones. The third stage is the 
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re-evaluation of experience. Although it is the 
most important stage, it is often not completed 
if the preceding two are omitted. Some form 
of evaluation might have taken place at the 
time of the experience and may in the learner’s 
mind be part of the experience itself (26–34).

As we reflect, we try to understand and
conceptualize the experiential phenom-
enon consciously. These capabilities to 
think, change, and learn from what one 
is doing are cornerstones of effective 
practice in the complex and uncertain 
worlds encountered by most practitioners 
today (Marienau, 1999). 

Individuals do not necessarily acquire 
learning from experience that they can 
systematically and intentionally use with-
out some forms of reflection. We learn
more deeply and systematically from ex-
perience when we consciously think them 
over by reflecting upon them critically.

Writing as a thinking-through 
process: Supporting the development 
of reflection skills through writing
exercises 

Bolton (2001) says that writing is the 
vehicle for reflection. Writing offers ways
to make personal intuitive awareness 
explicit—putting our awareness into 
words is part of the creative development 
of understanding. 

According to Forsman (1985), writing 
is a process before it is a product. You can 
see your thinking, and this makes it pos-
sible to analyze and correct it. Writing as 
a means of structuring one’s thinking, as 
well as clarifying ideas, is an important 
process for developing independent think-
ing and learning. Writing as a means 
of supporting thinking requires not only 
searching for the right words, but also 
searching for the right causes and solu-
tions through these words, creating a 
system of values, and submitting a judge-
ment. Writing makes thinking visible, 
thus helping the writer to discover gaps 
and discrepancies as well as expertise and 
innovation in his or her thinking. 

However, it must be borne in mind 
that learners need guidance in order to 
gain from reflection exercises. The pur-
poses for engaging in reflection must be
clear—it is important to clarify whether 
learners are being asked to use reflec-
tive writing as a means of generating 
knowledge, or in order to learn the skill 
of being reflective. In many cases both

the process and product are important 
(Moon, 2004, p. 137).

To support the development of stu-
dents’ reflection skills, the authors of this
article sought opportunities for develop-
ing reflective writing exercises in different
subjects. Suitability and different ways of 
implementing the exercises were ana-
lyzed with students’ help. 

In this article we discuss some writing 
exercises we used; we have selected the 
exercises that both we and our students 
judged to be most effective in support-
ing understanding of the material to 
be learned and in developing skills of 
analysis. 

Writing a narrative 
According to Hansen (2001), to be 

able to teach and educate in the deep 
and moral sense of the word, it is nec-
essary to get to know one’s own story. 
Through narratives—telling stories—stu-
dents give meaning to self. Our identi-
ties go through a process of continuous 
reconstruction by means of the narrative 
(Heikkinen, 2002). Narratives create 
meaning for the professionals about their 
own actions and work (Hydén, 1997).

Purpose of the exercise for students: 
Students give meaning to self, reflect on
their experience, analyze the content and 
development of their thinking models 
and understandings, record changes 
in them and analyze them, and draw 
conclusions for the future. They begin 
to guide their activities as learners and 
practice their skills of self-analysis.

Description of the exercise: First, learn-
ers are asked to write their stories; in the 
case of undergraduates in the bachelor’s 
program, the story is usually about learn-
ing (“My development as a learner at the 
university,” “How I became a student of…”). 
Master’s degree candidates already have 
experience of teaching, therefore they 
are asked to write their story of becom-
ing a professional (e.g., “How I became a 
teacher”). 

In order for a narrative to be useful for 
the writer, it has to be written honestly 
and thoroughly. Therefore it is important 
that writers know from the beginning 
who is going to read their story and what 
will be done with the text. When assign-
ing the exercise the teacher should dis-
cuss with students whether the text will 
be read by the teacher only, or by their 
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course mates, or whether a group discus-
sion will take place in which students can 
decide whether and what they wish to 
share.

Our experience shows that teachers 
should not expect thorough analyses 
from the first version of the narrative—it
is important first to simply write the story
down. Deeper analysis will take place 
in the second stage. To facilitate this, we 
provided students with guiding questions. 
Why has this story/case affected you or why 
is it important in your development? What 
did you feel? How have other people affected 
your behavior or decisions? Which covert at-
titudes, understandings, or thinking patterns 
may have affected your behavior? Looking 
back, how do you evaluate your behavior? 
Would you do the same or react differently 
next time? Students more fully elaborate 
their stories with the help of such ques-
tions and analyze their actions more 
thoroughly. Then (depending on the 
prior agreement) the stories are discussed 
with the teacher or course mates, and 
after that students write the final version,
which is usually more clearly structured 
and indicative of trends in the writer’s 
development. 

The following is an extract from a nar-
rative written by a first-year student:

I wish to begin by stressing that to my mind 
the story of my becoming a learner is not 
complete yet—it continues. So this narrative is 
rather like a part of a longer story and I would 
like to give it the title “My adaptation to the 
learner’s role.” This is so mostly because before 
coming to the university I had not engaged in 
learning for a long time. This is the reason why 
I can say that becoming a learner to me mostly 
means adaptation, especially since it happens 
in my adult life. I have learned to plan time, 
set priorities, and act accordingly. Most things 
depend on myself, my adaptability, and [my] 
skill of changing learning according to the 
changes in my life. 

The final version can be prepared in
a totally different form of writing, such 
as a poem, short story, or other fictional
piece. Some of the students have writ-
ten their stories in the form of fairy tales 
with characters such as a fire-breathing
dragon, a gray-bearded magician, or a 
prim princess. Retelling their stories by 
using archetypical characters enables 
the authors to take the role of bystander 
and view the event from a distance. This 
form of writing also seems safer—you 

can always expect a happy ending. This 
enables learners to place their personal 
experience in a wider context and high-
light more general and typical patterns 
of thinking.

Learners who wrote a second version 
as a fairy tale reported in their feedback 
that the fairy-tale form helped them to 
highlight hidden aspects and motives 
and to understand what lay behind their 
decisions. 

What should teachers keep in mind regard-
ing the exercise? Reflective texts are often
very sensitive (personal) and require clear 
prior agreement on who will read and 
give feedback on the text. Teachers have 
to be very attentive and correct from the 
ethical point of view to avoid betraying 
students’ trust. Students’ narratives are 
often emotional and very open—confes-
sions. They tend to write about painful 
experiences, failures, inner crises, and 
complex relations with teachers or course 
mates. As one second-year student wrote:

I felt free—difficult things had happened and
I had talked about them to other people but 
now, writing them through, I became free. It 
felt good emotionally—I could write my feel-
ings down. 

In their feedback, students emphasized 
the importance of the opportunity to 
write their emotions down. I think that 
we teachers often underestimate the role 
of emotions in the learning process. It 
seems that the enormous volume of feel-
ings we could not foresee when giving the 
exercise, but which actually came forth, 
was necessary and valuable.

However, connected with written 
narratives is the danger that reflective
practice can fall into the trap of becom-
ing only confession. (Bolton, 2001). This 
means that despite the intimate and deli-
cate and sometimes even painful topics, 
we must guide our learners from confes-
sions to analysis, and from the analysis 
of the past or present to the creation of 
the future. We should not be content with 
only one version of text but should revise 
it based on various questions and tasks. 

Work with narratives has provided 
us, university teachers, with a better 
understanding of the complexity of the 
learning process for the student, and 
confirmed our conviction that consistent
guidance helps students to reach deeper 
dimensions in their reflective practice.
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The learning journal/log
Journal writing, like all other forms of 

self-directed professional inquiry, is a ve-
hicle for understanding oneself. Journal 
writing serves different purposes. Journal 
keeping is central to both the inquiry and 
development processes. The purposes for 
which you keep a journal will vary ac-
cording to your needs. 

Purposes of the exercise: Students learn 
to guide themselves better as learners, 
they notice their development across the 
exercises done, and practice skills of self-
analysis. 

Keeping a learning journal best suits 
those subjects where practical assign-
ments are common. By keeping a journal, 
students better understand what, and if,  
they actually learned from an exercise. 
The essential thing is to give meaning to 
personal experience through writing.

Description of the exercise: We have 
used the learning journal in speech and 
drama courses, where students test their 
skills of presentation, and in didactics, 
where students give “mini-lessons.”

 After each exercise we give students 
time to make notes on their thoughts 
about their own or their course mates’ 
performance. We provide them with 
guiding questions to help them pay at-
tention to important aspects. The guiding 
questions lead students to understand 
their development needs and notice posi-
tive things that will help in this develop-
ment. It is important that the learning 
journal contain information about the 
various stages of the reflection process,
including descriptions of what happened, 
questions that emerged during and after 
the performance, and analysis of chang-
es planned. One student wrote after 
conducting a mini-lesson:

I discovered how difficult it is to explain to
other people what they have to do. Tasks 
should be given clearly and explicitly. And you 
have to select the kind of tasks that involve 
every learner. 

In a seminar, students were asked to 
organize and conduct a discussion based 
on materials prepared at home. As the 
discussion became rather heated and per-
sonal and the students wandered off the 
topic, at the end of the seminar we asked 
them to analyze the discussion process 
in their learning journals. One student 
responded: 

What rules of good discussion did I violate? 
Didn’t listen to others to the end. Interrupted 
them. Expressed a thought too hurriedly with-
out thinking things through. Became aggres-
sive. Wandered off the subject. 

The learning journal is an important 
means of facilitating metacognitive 
processes, and it is a tool that provides 
the teacher with the opportunity to 
help students observe and analyze their 
learning. 

What should teachers keep in mind regard-
ing the exercise? Teachers should make up 
their minds whether the learning journal 
remains a student’s personal learning aid 
or whether it is to be used as a means of 
communication between the teacher and 
the student.

We chose the version of students writ-
ing to themselves, not to the teacher, 
and therefore we didn’t want to read the 
journals in between the course lectures. 
At the end of the course, we asked vol-
unteers to show their journals. At the 
beginning the entries were more general 
and as the course went on became more 
analytical, exact, and varied. 

In the seminars, feedback sessions on 
the performance of the exercises prob-
ably affected the entries to the logs. We 
concluded that congruency between 
learning exercises, discussions (work 
within lectures), and individual writing 
assignments is important for the devel-
opment of students’ reflection skills. Our
experience shows that the exercises foster 
the development of reflection skills even
if the teacher does not supervise the proc-
ess constantly (does not read the entries 
made by the learners). To get feedback, 
the teacher can ask learners to write sum-
maries based on the entries made during 
the learning process. This provides an 
opportunity for students to reread their 
notes, analyze their growth, and observe 
how their thinking and analyzing skills 
have advanced. 

Letter to myself
A way of making an entry into the 

learning journal is a letter to myself writ-
ten by students at the beginning, middle, 
or end of a course. 

Purpose of the exercise: Learners analyze 
their learning process, draw interim con-
clusions about the learning, and set new 
goals to be achieved. 
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Description of the exercise: A letter may 
contain thoughts, questions, or doubts 
about learning during the course. As 
agreed, the letter can be totally personal, 
read by the writer only, or it can be 
feedback to the teacher enabling him or 
her to deal with the questions or doubts 
in it, which emerge during the lectures 
or seminars. If the teacher and learners 
have agreed that the teacher is allowed 
to read the letters, he or she also has the 
opportunity to deal with the problems or 
questions during the course. At the end 
of the course, students can reread their 
letters and answer themselves or write 
summaries, which are added to their 
portfolios. One teacher commented in her 
notes:

The letter to myself written at the end of the 
course appeared to be rather effective. It con-
tained self-analysis about students’ learning 
and development during the course as well as 
planned changes and development plans for 
the coming months. The letters were sealed; 
each student wrote his or her address on the 
envelope and gave the letter to the teacher 
who posted them after a few months. Students’ 
feedback after receiving the letters showed that 
although they seemed to have forgotten the 
content of the letters, they had started to put 
the planned changes into practice. Teachers 
joined the process of writing the letters and I 
must say that it is a great joy to receive a letter, 
even from myself. 

If learners write the letters at the end 
of the course, the main purpose of the 
writing is to foster transfer of the learned 
material to practical daily activities, as 
well as to set new learning objectives and 
plan future learning. The teacher may 
forward the letters to learners several 
months later so that they can reflect on
the objectives they had set themselves in 
the beginning.

What should teachers keep in mind? It is 
important that learners know exactly 
who will read the letters and for what 
purpose. Therefore, the teacher may first
hand out the envelopes and ask learners 
to write the addresses before learners start 
to write the letters.

Interview with postgraduates 
We have asked undergraduates in year 

I to conduct interviews with recent gradu-
ates in the same area of specialization. 
Interviewing enables students to develop 
skills of listening and conducting a con-
versation, as well as drawing conclusions, 
generalizing, and summarizing. Students 
learn more about their future profes-
sion and the skills required for it; conse-
quently, they can analyze their actions 
and skills and plan their further studies 
accordingly. 

Purpose of the exercise: To get a clearer 
picture of self-developmental needs for 
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one’s future occupation and to set more 
specific goals for studies.

Description of the exercise: Before in-
terviewing, the teacher discusses with 
students the questions that should be 
asked and gives guidelines about how to 
conduct the interview.

When the interviews are completed, 
students write a summary and analy-
sis of the interview and a self-analysis. 
The self-analysis includes two aspects: 
first, students indicate how they can use
the information gathered to plan their 
studies; second, they analyze themselves 
as interviewers: What did I learn from 
the interview? What aspects of my studies 
do I need to pay more attention to? What 
important aspects of my future occupation 
have I learned about? What special fields
do I need to study at the university to cope 
better with future work? What did I notice 
about myself as an interviewer? What kind 
of a listener am I?

What should teachers keep in mind? 
Students really enjoy doing the exercise 
because it enables them to create pro-
fessional contacts, provides an experi-
ence of doing an interview, and offers 
interesting information. Teachers should 
be ready for the fact that students may 
hear from the postgraduates not only 
what they want to hear but also the 
things they do not want to hear (i.e., the 
seamy side of the profession). 

Preparation of a plan for self-
development 

Purposes of the exercise: To become 
aware of the specific features of one’s
future area of specialization; to learn 
competencies necessary for coping in 
the area; to analyze one’s knowledge, 
skills, and opportunities for coping in 
the area; to motivate oneself as a learn-
er; and to practice reflection skills that
can be used in professional work and 
development.

We use the exercise because students 
tend to value inborn talent as part of 
the teacher’s profession—a born teach-
er—and underestimate the possibility of 
developing into a good teacher.

Description of the exercise: Before doing 
the exercise, students learned approach-
es to competence and competence mod-
els, and analyzed competencies required 
for teaching. They had also interviewed 
postgraduates in their speciality. This 

writing exercise required focusing on 
self and personal plans of development. 
A time period to be considered in the 
exercise was also given—three years for 
some groups and five for others. One
student wrote:

At first, looking at the title of the essay with
the 2007 announcing the year to be consid-
ered, I wanted to shout: “2007! It is miles 
away—who knows where I will be then!” 
But then I started to think and it startled me 
even more that it is the year 2004 already. 
I realized how very exactly I know where I 
could be by 2007. This is the year when my 
bachelor’s studies will come to an end. I also 
realized how much my present studies affect 
my future life. It is very useful to experience 
this kind of “enlightening” time after time 
because it helps you take responsibility for 
yourself and pull yourself together. 

A first-year student wrote:

What are the things I want to have developed? 
Certainly self-control, control of emotions and 
crisis management. Calm mind and common 
sense are irreplaceable in our speciality. Anoth-
er essential thing is the ability to plan time—I 
must admit that I do not have full command of 
the skill yet.

And another first-year student wrote:

To be able to convince somebody of something 
you have to be able to ground your opinion, to 
present arguments. Therefore I need to enlarge 
my knowledge base.
 
What should teachers keep in mind? 

The texts were interesting but we also 
noticed a problem. Students tend to 
express single aspects that have just 
popped into their mind—fragments; 
they do not observe themselves inte-
grally. Next time we provided a spe-
cific model, and after that students’
self-development plans appeared to 
be more systematic and less random 
in content. Teachers should decide 
whether they want students to follow 
a model in order to create a system or 
let them think freely, which makes the 
picture chaotic in the beginning but is 
perhaps more important for students as 
a means of self-examination. It would 
be wise perhaps to carry out the proc-
ess in two stages. First, free writing with 
students writing down their ideas of the 
development plan. After that, analysis, 
comparison with models, discussion, 
and writing final versions.
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Conclusions 
The above-described writing exercises 

that support the development of reflec-
tive skills formed only a part of the tasks 
and individual assignments given during 
the course. 

Our experience shows that when teach-
ers are planning writing exercises that 
involve reflective skills the most impor-
tant thing is to consider what the motive 
or purpose of the task is, and what is the 
output. As reflective texts are often per-
sonal and sensitive, it is also important 
to consider how the texts will be analyzed 
and who will read and discuss them. It 
must be kept in mind that students usu-
ally lack practical experience of working 
in their field of specialization. Therefore,
they need to be guided to think about 
their future (teaching) work through 
learning situations and their own and 
others’ experiences with learning. Then, 
during the discussion following the com-
pletion of exercises, one can help them 
create connections between the exercise 
and their future work/profession.

If we want students to produce mean-
ingful written texts and to develop their 
reflective thinking, we must design
meaningful assignments—tasks that 
encourage students to use writing to act. 
The major precondition for shaping good 
writers and developing students’ reflec-
tive thinking is that they know what to 
write about. 

By using a wide range of writing 
exercises, students can select the writing 
strategies that suit them best and foster 
their reflection habits. Teachers should
pay more attention to making learn-
ers skilled in noticing and recognizing 
situations that require reflection—situ-
ations through which they can learn 
to develop their professional thinking 
abilities. Learning to deal with emotions 
is no less important; it is often through 
these that we evaluate our experiences, 
and emotions may sometimes block 
adequate analysis and evaluation of 
situations. According to Boud, Keogh 
and Walker’s 1985 model of the reflec-
tion process, we should not forget the 
last stage of the process—finding a
new meaning from the experience and 
learning from it.

Levander (2003) says that reflection is
a learning tool and means of thinking. 
Deep learning cannot occur without 

active thinking and analysis. Thus, writ-
ing and reflecting are among the major
skills students should learn in school in 
order to manage their later lives. These 
skills also bolster self-confidence, since
they provide an effective means of ex-
pression and proof that the person can 
communicate linguistically, analyze, 
and learn from personal experience.
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