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1

SEEING KNOWLEDGE AND KNOWERS
IN CRITICAL REFLECTION

Legitimation Code Theory

Namala Tilakaratna and Eszter Szenes

Introduction

In recent years there has been an exponential increase in the volume and
sources of knowledge. This has been accompanied by a rise in the prominence
given to students’ capacity to think critically as required for successfully living,
learning and earning in modern societies. A critical thinking skill particularly
valued in higher education is ‘reflection’, ‘self-reflection’ or “critical reflection’.
To ready students for transition to the workplace, universities now list ‘critical
thinking’ as a key graduate attribute and use ‘critical reflection’ as a way of
teaching students how to become reflective and ethical professionals. In con-
trast to traditional education, which is viewed as ‘objective’, ‘theoretical’ and
‘rational’, critical reflection typically focuses on ‘personal disclosure’ (Fook &
Askeland 2007: 527) and ‘personal epistemologies’ or ways of knowing and
knowledge which arise from an individual’s own experience (Brownlee et al.
2011 as cited in Ryan 2015: 9). They are linked to multiple areas of personal,
professional and emotional growth leading to ‘personal flourishing’ (Ghaye
2007), including professionalism, collegiality, and an enhanced capacity for
learning and problem-solving (Fook & Gardner 2012). Not only is critical
reflection held to be crucial for the modern workplace, but it is also claimed to
represent a form of ‘emancipatory’ practice that prepares students to question
power relations within their communities of practice and wider society (see e.g.
Brookfield 2000; Fook 2004; Créeme 2008; Fook & Morley 2005). Yet, for
many teachers and students, it is mystifying: what ‘critical reflection’ actually
involves remains vague in research, teaching practice, and assessment. Critical
reflection can seem ethereal, enigmatic, unclear. Moreover, ‘critical reflection’
assignments often disadvantage students who do not already know how to
succeed at these kinds of tasks. This is partly because there is little consensus of
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how to move forward in terms of learning, teaching and assessing critical
reflection, which has varied meanings in different disciplinary and geographical
contexts (see e¢.g. Fook & Askeland 2007; Tilakaratna et al. 2019).

This book aims to make the ‘rules of the game’ visible, teachable and learn-
able by drawing on the cutting-edge sociological approach of Legitimation
Code Theory (LCT) (Maton 2013, 2014). The book illustrates how LCT
enables systematic, evidence-based research through sociological and linguistic
analyses that uncover and demystify the process of critical reflection. It also
presents pedagogic interventions that make the teaching and learning of critical
reflection more accessible to lecturers and students across a range of disciplines.
While critical thinking and reflection are often listed as important graduate
qualities in university strategic plans, they are often described in higher educa-
tion research in terms of mental processes that are primarily cognitive. It thus
remains unclear what it means for students to demonstrate evidence of critical
reflection in their work. Showcasing a range of examples from nursing, social
work, business, sports sciences, education and English for Academic Purposes,
this book illustrates how LCT can help with designing more accessible, robust,
effective, and visible approaches to the researching, teaching and learning of
critical reflection in higher education.

This chapter begins by reviewing existing research on critical reflection and
critical reflection pedagogy. It first introduces definitions of reflection and critical
reflection as they are conceptualized in critical thinking research. The chapter
then explores how these definitions are operationalized in the context of higher
education by reviewing the most influential pedagogical approaches to teaching
and assessing critical reflection. It then introduces the multidimensional con-
ceptual toolkit of LCT (Maton 2014), focusing primarily on concepts from
Specialization and Semantics, the two most relevant dimensions to this volume.
The chapter also provides a brief overview of the complementary theory of
Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), an approach often used alongside LCT to
uncover the basis of success in higher education. The chapter concludes with a
preview of the book’s structure and content of the chapters.

Critical reflection research and pedagogy

Critical reflection in higher education has been defined as a form of ‘critical
thinking in action’ (Gulwadi 2009), a form of ‘experiential learning’ (Kolb 1984)
and a ‘process for learning about and developing professional practice’ (Fook &
Gardner 2007: 194). It is often seen in higher education as an opportunity for
students to bring together theoretical knowledge in their disciplines with prac-
tical application, particularly across a range of applied disciplines such as social
work and health sciences (Fook 2002; Fook & Askeland 2007), nursing (Epp
2008; Smith 2011), teacher education (Blaise et al. 2004; Hume 2009; Mills
2008; Otienoh 2009), early childhood education (Cornish & Cantor 2008),
psychology (Sutton et al. 2007), and business and management education
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(Carson & Fisher 2006; Fisher 2003; Swan & Bailey 2004). Critical reflection is
also linked to the development of critical thinking ‘dispositions’, where students
are asked to engage with theory in professional practice and develop a stance in
relation to different and competing theories or types of knowledge they
encounter in their fields of study. Dewey’s definition of critical reflection captures
this as ‘the active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief or supposed
form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the further
conclusion to which it tends’ (Dewey 1910: 6). This ‘careful consideration’ of
beliefs and knowledge functions within the context of disciplinary under-
standings of what values are important, what theories are valorized and what
kinds of actions and emotions are considered appropriate in higher education
research and professional practice. This is thought to enable the ‘transformation’
of students from undergraduates to practitioners with specific disciplinary and
professional values (Brookfield 2001; Mezirow 1990; Ryan 2015).

These desirable attributes of critical reflection are often assessed through a
wide variety of assignments, such as learning and reflective journals, critical
reflection essays and reports, case studies, or narratives (Carson & Fisher 2006;
Fook & Gardner 2013; Fook et al. 2006; Ryan & Ryan 2013). In order to
distinguish the process of critical reflection from the written assignments, this
book will use the term “critical reflection’ to name the process and ‘reflective’ or
‘critical reflection assignments’ to refer to ‘written documents that students
create as they think about various concepts, events, or interactions over a period
of time for the purposes of gaining insights into self-awareness and learning’
(Thorpe 2004: 328 as cited in O’Connell & Dyment 2011: 47). Reflective
assignments typically require students to focus on their subjective and personal
experiences, values and attitudes. Without explicit teaching how to do so (Tila-
karatna & Szenes 2020, Szenes & Tilakaratna 2021), however, students are left
to decipher what constitutes successful reflection (O’Connell & Dyment 2011).

Widely cited definitions in the field of critical thinking research include
descriptions of the critical thinking process, which typically draw on socio-
cognitive and philosophical theories as well as researcher, lecturer and student
perceptions (see e.g. Boud et al. 1985, Mezirow 1990, Schon 1983) rather
than the study of knowledge practices. For instance, Kolb’s (1984) influential
‘experiential cycle’ and Gibbs’ (1988) ‘reflective cycle’ move through increasing
degrees of complexity as students engage with a problematic incident or
‘disorienting dilemma’ (Mezirow 1990) during field placements, which are
examined retrospectively. These models focussing on teaching critical reflection
foreground its ‘transformative’ potential where students are expected to
demonstrate a change following the act of reflecting. Indeed, the development of
appropriate critical dispositions is lauded for enabling ‘perspective transforma-
tion’ (Mezirow 1990) as students are exposed to theoretical and disciplinary
understandings that may challenge or extend their personal epistemologies.
However, few pedagogical approaches demonstrate how to unlearn these and to
replace personalized and subjective ways of knowing with more nuanced
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understandings of theoretical concepts and disciplinary knowledges. In other
words, what constitutes critical reflection and how it can be taught remains
obscured, which indicates that much of what is understood about critical
reflection in higher education remains at the level of educators’ intuitions and
that effective learning strategies often remain hidden from students. This
disadvantages students who do not already know how to succeed at these
kinds of tasks. Furthermore, successtful pedagogical interventions and evi-
dence of successful student engagement with critical reflection remain largely
unexplored in research. This volume will address this gap using LCT to bring
to light how successful students demonstrate critical reflection and to help
design evidence-based pedagogical interventions.

Introducing Legitimation Code Theory

Legitimation Code Theory (LCT) is a sociological framework for analysing
the organizing principles underlying social and knowledge practices, dis-
positions and contexts (Maton 2013, 2014; Maton et al. 2016, 2021). It
aims to advance social justice by revealing the ‘rules of the game’ across a
range of disciplinary and professional contexts so that they can be taught,
learned or changed. It offers a multi-dimensional conceptual toolkit com-
prising different ‘dimensions’ or sets of concepts that explores different kinds
of organizing principles. Here we draw on two concepts from two dimen-
sions: Specialization and Semantics. Specialization is used to reveal how
knowers and knowledge are valued in tertiary students’ reflective writing
across a range of disciplines; Semantics is used to show how students shift
between context-dependent meanings and more theoretical content as they
engage in successful reflective writing. We shall now introduce the concepts
from these two dimensions used in this volume.

Specialization

Specialization begins from the premise that every social practice is about or
oriented towards something and by someone (Maton 2000, 2004, 2014; Maton
& Chen 2020). Focusing on knowledge practices, we can then analytically dis-
tinguish between epistemic relations (ER) with their proclaimed objects of study
and social relations (SR) with whomever is enacting those practices. These rela-
tions help reveal what can be legitimately described as knowledge and who can
claim to be a legitimate knower.

Epistemic relations and social relations can be mapped independently along
continua of strengths. That is, knowledge claims may place more (+) or less (-)
emphasis on epistemic relations and/or on social relations as the basis of
legitimacy. As outlined in Maton (2014: 30-31), when brought together, the
two strengths generate specialization codes (ER+/—, SR+/-) that are mapped
on a Cartesian plane with four principal modalities (see Figure 1.1):



Seeing knowledge and knowers in critical reflection 5

epistemic relations

ER+
knowledge élite
codes codes
social 4SR— SR+
relations
relativist knower

codes codes

ER-
v

FIGURE 1.1 Specialization codes
Source: Maton (2014: 30)

o lnowledge codes (ER+, SR-), where possession of specialized knowledge,
principles or procedures concerning specific objects of study is emphasized
as the basis of achievement, and the attributes of actors are downplayed;

o knower codes (ER—, SR+), where specialized knowledge and objects are
downplayed and the attributes of actors are emphasized as measures of
achievement, whether viewed as born (e.g. ‘natural talent’), cultivated (e.g.
‘taste’) or social (e.g. feminist standpoint theory);

o ¢lite codes (ER+, SR+), where legitimacy is based on both possessing
specialist knowledge and being the right kind of knower; and

o relativist codes (ER—, SR-), where legitimacy is determined by neither
specialist knowledge nor knower attributes — ‘anything goes’.

Specialization has been used extensively in empirical research (see e.g.
Maton et al. 2016; Winberg et al. 2020; Blackie et al. 2023) to explore what
kinds of knowledge and knowers are valued and what counts as the basis of
success in higher education across a range of disciplines such as engineering
(Hindhede & Hgjbjerg 2022; Wolff & Hoftman 2014), sociology (Luckett
2012), jazz education (Martin, J. L. 2016; Richardson 2019), English lan-
guage learning (Chen 2015), physics (Cornell & Padayachee 2021; Georgiou
2022), and health sciences (Jacobs & van Schalkwyk 2022). The contributors
to this volume further demonstrate the usefulness of Specialization by showing
how it has enabled them to move past existing descriptions of critical reflection as
knower-oriented and reveal the role that knowledge practices play in critical
reflection research, pedagogy and practice. While the models and frameworks
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of critical reflection pedagogy introduced above typically focus on students as
knowers and understand ‘knowledge’ in terms of the ‘mental states’, ‘mental
processes’ or ‘dispositions’ of knowers (Maton 2014: 12), the chapters pre-
sented in this book highlight the knowledge practices of critical reflection
evidenced in classroom discourse, written assessment and pedagogical mate-
rials. The aim is to foreground the integration of knowledge and knowers in
critical reflection.

Semantics

The LCT dimension of Semantics explores the context-dependence and com-
plexity of practices (Maton 2013, 2014, 2020)." Its key concepts are semantic
gravity (context-dependence) and semantic density (complexity). Semantic grav-
1ty (SG) refers to the degree of context-dependence of meaning. Semantic gravity
may be relatively stronger (+) or weaker (-) along a continuum of strengths. The
stronger the semantic gravity (SG+), the more meaning is dependent on its
context; the weaker the semantic gravity (SG-), the less meaning is dependent on
its context. Semantic density (SD) refers to the degree of complexity of practices,
whether these comprise symbols, terms, concepts, phrases, expressions, gestures,
clothing, etc. Semantic density may be relatively stronger (+) or weaker (-) along
a continuum of strengths. The stronger the semantic density (SD+), the more
complex are the practices or, put another way, the more meanings are condensed
within those practices; the weaker the semantic density (SD-), the less complex
(fewer meanings are condensed).

Changes in both semantic gravity and semantic density are often explored
in studies enacting these concepts to explore shifts such as moves from the
concrete particulars of a case towards generalizations and abstractions, whose
meanings are less dependent on their context or moving from abstractions
and generalizations to the concrete specifics of a case. These movements are
mapped as semantic profiles (Maton 2013, 2020). Figure 1.2 portrays relative
strengths on the y-axis, and time — such as the unfolding of classroom practice,
curriculum or text — on the x-axis. Three illustrative profiles are represented in
the figure: a high semantic flatline (A), a low semantic flatline (B), and a
semantic wave (C). The figure also shows the respective semantic ranges of
these flatlines, with ‘A’ and ‘B’ having a lower semantic range than ‘C’.
Semantics is thus particularly powerful as a visualization tool, which reveals
the movement between increasing and decreasing context-dependence and
complexity across a text.

Semantics has been widely used in education research to explore the basis of
achievement (see e.g. Maton 2013, 2020; Maton et al. 2016), create effective
pedagogical interventions with a focus on cumulative knowledge-building
(Clarence 2014) and developing scholarly inquiry and academic literacy
(Brooke 2017, 2020; Clarence 2014, Kirk 2017; Monbec 2020). In critical
reflection research, Semantics has been used to map the semantic profiles of
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FIGURE 1.2 Three semantic profiles
Source: (Maton 2013: 13)

student assignments in a range of disciplines such as social work and business
(Szenes et al. 2015), nursing (Brooke 2019), English for Academic Purposes
(Ingold & O’Sullivan 2017; Kirk 2017) and teacher education (Macnaught
2020; Meidell Sigsgaard 2020; Meidell Sigsgaard & Jacobsen 2020, 2021). It
has also been used to develop effective critical reflection pedagogical
interventions such as creating analytical rubrics in nursing (Monbec et al.
2020, Tilakaratna et al. 2020). In this volume, chapters draw on the concept
of semantic gravity in order to reveal how successtul students engage with
context-dependence in their reflective writing assignments and use these
findings to create effective pedagogical interventions for demystifying critical
reflection assignments.

A number of chapters in this volume also explore the concept of semantic
density through analysing ‘cosmologies’ and ‘constellations’ in order to
explore how axiological meanings (e.g. affective, aesthetic, ethical political and
moral stances) are condensed in texts.

Cosmologies

Cosmologies are specific worldviews, logics or belief systems (Maton 2013: 152),
underlying the social practices of actors. The organizing principles underlying a
cosmology can be analysed using all the concepts of LCT, generating many
different kinds of cosmology. Two kinds we shall highlight here are: epistemolo-
gical cosmologies and axiological cosmologies. Put very simply, epistemological
cosmologies emphasize epistemic relations and typically comprise explicit, visible
structures of knowledge while axiological cosmologies emphasize social relations
and typically ‘show whether your heart is in the right place, your aesthetic, ethi-
cal, moral or political affiliations correct, and so whether you are one of us or one
of them’ (Maton 2014: 163).
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For this volume, in order to understand what cosmologies students are
aligning with in reflective assignments, analysing axiological cosmologies is
particularly revealing when ‘unpack[ing] the ideological assumptions embed-
ded in a notion like [critical thinking] and relat[ing] them to a set of social
and political discourses’ (Lim 2014: 33). Cosmologies can be revealed
through constellation and cluster analyses. ‘Constellations’ are larger patterns
of meaning that consist of ‘clusters’ or recognisable and recurrent configura-
tions of meaning that have a positive or negative charging (Maton 2013;
Maton et al. 2016; Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020). Constellation analysis has
been used to explore how powerful stances are developed in education
research (Maton 2014), literary response writing (Jackson 2020), white
supremacist environmentalism (Szenes 2021), and the humanities (Doran
2020). Constellation analysis has also been used in higher education research
to explore how critical reflection assignments require students to recognize
and reproduce powerful cultural and disciplinary values in fields such as social
work and business (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020). A number of chapters in this
volume draw on the concept of axiological constellations to explore how
reflective writing assignments often require students to align with and
demonstrate their capacity to enact particular stances and dispositions linked
to disciplinary and professional values.

Alongside the LCT dimensions and concepts introduced above, several
chapters of this volume also draw on the theoretical framework of Systemic
Functional Linguistics (SFL). SFL is an approach that has often been pro-
ductively brought together with LCT in interdisciplinary studies across the
disciplinary map to offer complementary insights into their objects of study
(e.g. Martin, J. R. et al. 2020; Maton et al. 2016).

Introducing Systemic Functional Linguistics

<

SFL is a theory of language that treats language as a social semiotic, ‘a
meaning-making resource’ (Halliday 1978, 1979, 1985; Martin, J. R. 1992;
Halliday & Matthiessen 1999, 2004). From SFL, chapters in this volume
draw on the concept of genre (Martin, J. R. 1992; Christie & Martin, J. R.
1997; Martin, J. R. & Rose 2008) and the framework of Appraisal (Martin, J.
R. & White 2005). Genres are ‘social practices of a given culture’ (Martin, J.
R. & Rose 2008: 6) defined as ‘staged, goal-oriented processes’ (Rose &
Martin, J. R. 2012: 54). This means that texts unfold through a number of key
steps or stages from the beginning to the end: they are ‘goal-oriented’ because
texts are enacted to achieve particular goals and ‘social’ because genres are a
means by which we engage with others in society (Dreyfus et al. 2016). Chapters
that draw on the SFL concept of genre in this volume explore the social pur-
poses, functions, structure, and staging of critical reflection assignments from a
wide range of academic disciplines. They also aim to identify how linguistic fea-
tures of different genre stages are expressed as knowledge practices.
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While analyses of genre examine a text as a whole, Appraisal, also called ‘the
language of evaluation’ (Martin, J. R. & White 2005), is used to analyse
instances of evaluative meanings, e.g. attitudes, emotions and opinions, values
and judgements that create particular value positions in texts and to align the
reader with the authors’ propositions (e.g, Hood 2006, 2010; Dreyfus et al.
2016; Martin, J. R. & White 2005). Attitude analyses also reveal the zargets of
the evaluation (the evaluated item) and whether evaluations are negatively or
positively charged (Martin, J. R. & White 2005). The Appraisal framework is
particularly useful for examining critical reflection assignments because these
often require students to deal with issues that are seen as subjective and ‘highly
emotional’ (Creme 2008; Szenes & Tilakaratna 2021). Appraisal analyses make
visible how successful students deploy attitudinal resources effectively to con-
struct particular value positions as evidence of critical reflection. Several chapters
in this volume draw on Appraisal to analyse axiological constellations and
uncover the dispositions and values embedded in critical reflection texts in a
range of academic contexts such as nursing, business studies, teacher education,
English for Academic Purposes (EAP) and in Content and Language Inte-
grated Learning modules.

A growing number of studies are using SFL alongside LCT to analyse the
same dataset from complementary perspectives (see e.g. Maton 2014; Maton
et al. 2016; Martin, J. R. et al. 2020; Winberg et al. 2020). An inter-
disciplinary LCT-SFL approach has also been used in critical reflection
research and pedagogy to explore the knowledge practices of critical reflection
in social work and business (Szenes & Tilakaratna 2020; Szenes et al. 2015)
and to create effective interventions, pedagogical materials and analytical rubrics
in the discipline of nursing (Monbec et al. 2020; Tilakaratna et al. 2020),
English for Academic Purposes (Brooke et al. 2019) and in teacher education
(Macnaught 2020). In this volume, scholars using analytical tools from both
LCT and SFL in an integrated approach explore how critical reflection can be
demystified for students in order to design effective pedagogical interventions.

Demystifying critical reflection

This volume of cutting-edge research reveals the knowledge practices and
language of critical reflection in a range of different kinds of subjects, making
clear how they can be taught and learned. Studies draw on the fast-growing
sociological framework of LCT for revealing the knowledge practices that
enable educational success. The individual chapters focus on a diverse range of
contexts across the disciplinary map, including higher and teacher education,
English for Academic Purposes (EAP), social work, science, arts, sociology,
sport and exercise sciences, business and nursing. This volume relates research
and practice by presenting in-depth analyses of critical reflection and providing
practical insights into how LCT can be used to design pedagogic interven-
tions. The book is structured into three main parts that focus on: researching
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critical reflection; designing pedagogic interventions; and supporting students
to learn how to think critically.

Part I focuses on how critical reflection can be demystified by using LCT to
reveal the knowledge practices valued in reflective writing in the context of
higher education. In chapter 2, Namala Tilakaratna shows how successful
nursing students create positive and negative clusters of meaning in their texts
in order to demonstrate their capacity to align with a highly valued constella-
tion of professional nursing competency in clinical practice in Singapore. The
chapter demonstrates the positive impact of an LCT-informed pedagogy that
allows literacy experts to uncover disciplinary values and collaborate with
subject experts to create a theoretically informed and effective pedagogy. In
chapter 3, Eszter Szenes and Namala Tilakaratna engage with and question
the ethical dimensions of reflective writing assessment in the context of an
Australian higher education institution. By drawing on axiological clusters and
constellations, the chapter illustrates how both high- and low-scoring business
reflective assignments construct alignment with western values and reject
Asian values, resulting in deficit discourses by stereotyping and othering,
engaging in negative self-talk and focusing on failure. In chapter 4, Sharon
Aris draws on Specialization to reveal how social work knowledge is
recontextualized in Australian social work textbooks, which require students to
engage with complex notions of power and control. The chapter reveals that
critical reflection in social work is an éfzte code as it requires knowledge of specific
theories and processes (stronger epistemic relations) and the development of
certain dispositions and values (stronger social relations).

Part II focuses on teaching and learning interventions, including innovative
ways that critical reflection can be taught to students across a range of disciplinary
and geographical contexts from Europe and Canada to New Zealand. In chapter
5, Steve Kirk draws on semantic gravity to describe successful pedagogic inter-
ventions designed to elucidate the ‘rules of the game’ in critical reflective writing,
an unfamiliar task for undergraduate sport and exercise sciences students. The
chapter demonstrates the importance of moving between three ‘levels” of mean-
ing-making: concrete experience, generalizations and theory by plotting high-
and low-scoring student assignments on a diagram to offer students a more
integrated understanding of reflective practice. In chapter 6, Jodie Martin reflects
on a pedagogic intervention utilizing reflective writing to consolidate and
improve first-year international Science students’ performance of complex mul-
timodal academic presentations. Specialization is used to tease apart, in both
pedagogy and student responses, emphases on content and skills associated with
presentations (epistemic relations), and emphases on confidence and interaction
(social relations) related to performance. In chapter 7, Daniel O’Sullivan reports
on a successful collaboration between a subject specialist and an English and
academic language specialist and the recontextualization of concepts from LCT
in two successive Education units of a university pathways course. He draws on
the concept of semantic gravity to explore the context-dependence of practices
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and make visible the connections between theory and experience to inform the
design of pedagogic materials, which make reflective writing teachable and
learnable. In chapter 8, Lucy Macnaught draws on semantic gravity to reveal the
requirements of a reflective assessment ‘blog critique’ assignment within a
Bachelor of Education degree, where students are expected to reflect on and
critique education practices. She challenges the idea that reflection writing
assignments are creative and lack structure. In chapter 9, Néra Wiinsch-Nagy
reports on a semester-long scaffolded learning pathway built around museum
visits to teach reflective writing in a course on multimodal literacy development.
Drawing on the concept of semantic waves, the chapter reports on a genre-based
approach to scaffold pre-service teacher trainees’ reflective practice in writing and
in classroom discussions in teacher education.

Part III focuses on cultivating students’ engagement with powerful dis-
ciplinary practices and discourses within their academic disciplines in order
to facilitate their capacity to become critically reflective. In chapter 10, Jodie
Martin and Jennifer Walsh Marr illustrate how they incorporate reiterative
reflective writing as both method and object of instruction in an Academic
English class for international students within a Canadian Arts program.
Drawing on Specialization and axiological constellations, the chapter pro-
vides insight into how constellations of values are framed and reframed
within reflective writing, and how they shape and are shaped by cultural
context and pedagogy towards a more holistic appreciation of reflective
practices. In chapter 11, Mark Brooke reports on a pedagogical intervention
aimed at developing students’ capacity for critical reflection through evi-
dence-based academic writing in a sociology of sport course. Enacting
semantic gravity, the chapter describes classroom activities designed to
demonstrate how theory can be applied to different empirical contexts and
raise students’ awareness about how to effectively write a theoretical frame-
work in a model academic text. In chapter 12, Laetitia Monbec analyses
undergraduate students’ reflective summaries to understand their critical
engagement with the literature in a colour semiotics module in Singapore.
The chapter draws on axiological constellations to reveal how successful
students critically engage with expert knowledge and expert knowers when
developing a critically reflective stance towards an author’s perspective in a
journal article.

As critical thinking and critical reflection are emphasized in higher educa-
tion curricula internationally, this book has significant potential for use in any
higher education degree program across the globe. This book presents theo-
retically-informed, cutting-edge research and pedagogical approaches, which
offer a substantial contribution to tertiary higher education programs. Speci-
fically, it illustrates how LCT can contribute to evidence-based pedagogy and
equip educators with tools that make visible the diverse ways in which critical
reflection is valued in different academic disciplines. This facilitates the design
of visible pedagogies that enable students to develop their stance as legitimate
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knowers within their fields of practice as a result of successful critical reflec-
tion. This volume illustrates the potential for LCT to work across inter-
disciplinary boundaries and enable critical reflection to be demystified and
pedagogically scaffolded: it offers a rich resource for both scholars and tea-
chers who want to prepare university students for the modern workplace and
thereby contribute to social justice in higher education.

Note

1 Not to be confused with the notion of ‘discourse semantics’ from Systemic Functional
Linguistics.
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DEVELOPING DISCIPLINARY VALUES

Interdisciplinary approaches to investigating
critical reflection writing in undergraduate
nursing

Namala Tilakaratna

Introduction

In clinical nursing, where practitioners are often faced with emotionally charged
and highly unpredictable situations, the ability to reflect on practice and learn
from past mistakes is considered important for the development of professional
competence. In higher education contexts, professional competence is often
developed through the use of assessments such as reflective writing tasks in
which students retrospectively explore the “unpredictable” nature of practice
situations (Nesi & Gardner 2012) and engage with the complexity that emer-
ges in the ‘semi-structured chaos’ of health care practice (Levett-Jones 2007:
113). Literature that focuses on the value of reflective writing tasks argues that
these allow undergraduate nurses to develop the ‘emotional intelligence’ that
complements traditional nursing education which prepares the student as an
individual fit for practice (Freshwater & Stickley 2004). Reflection is also linked
to the transition of nursing students to the workplace as they develop their
identity as professional nurses (Walton et al. 2018). Reflective writing tasks
provide an opportunity for the nursing students to demonstrate their emerging
professional identity and show how they understand what is valued in the field
of nursing.

Through an analysis of reflective writing tasks, this chapter reveals the under-
lying values that informs nursing students’ professional development and integra-
tion into the field of nursing practice. This chapter illustrates how nursing
competency, as it is codified by nursing professional practice and standards, forms
an underlying cosmology or “a logic or the belief system or vision of the world
embodied by activities within a social field” (Maton 2014: 152). Competency in
the context of clinical nursing practice in the Singaporean context is defined in the
Singapore Nursing Board (SNB) as “the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes
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a nurse must possess in order to perform a set of defined activities to an expected
standard” (Singapore Nursing Board 2018). In the context of higher education, it
has been adapted into entrustable professional activities (EPAs) or “units of pro-
fessional practice that can be represented as tasks or activities that healthcare
supervisors entrust trainees with once they achieve adequate levels of competency
for the purposes of translating competency into clinical practice” (Lau et al. 2020:
2). EPAs inform the nursing students’ perceptions of what is valued practice and
forms the basis of success within the field of practice by providing students with
standards against which they can judge their performance in clinical placements.
This chapter shows how EPAs and the underlying SNB core competencies
guidelines and standards function as a cosmology or a set of values which underpin
the activities undertaken by student nurses in the context of clinical practice.

The chapter begins by outlining the development of nursing competency in
relation to the higher education practices that constitute undergraduate nur-
sing pedagogy in a Singaporean higher education institution. This is followed
by an introduction to ‘cosmological’ concepts from the framework of Legit-
imation Code Theory (Maton 2014). The analysis section reveals how stu-
dents in their unfolding reflective writing tasks create clusters of meanings
which are charged with positive and negative evaluation as they align with the
cosmology of nursing competence. The chapter concludes by discussing how
literacy experts can use clusters to uncover disciplinary values and the impli-
cations of using critical reflection in exploring emerging professional identities
in the context of higher education.

Competence in nursing pedagogy and professional practice

The competency standards required for new nurses outlined by the Alice Lee
Centre for Nursing Studies at NUS include i) critical thinking, ii) com-
munication, iii) technical skills, iv) management of care, v) safe practice,
and vi) professionalism and ethical practice. These competencies reflect the Core
Competencies and Generic Skills for Registered Nurses created by the Singapore
Nursing Board (Singapore Nursing Board 2018), the regulatory authority for
nurses and midwives in Singapore. The competencies are organized into four
domains, of which the second domain ‘Management of Care’ outlines the com-
petencies for professional standards in patient care. The domain consists of four
competency standards as outlined below. Nursing students in their first clinical
placement primarily engage with the first three domains in the reflective writing
tasks examined in this chapter:

Demonstrate effective communication

Ensure consistent and continuous holistic quality of care

3. Maintain safe environment through the use of quality assurance and risk
management strategies

4. Apply strategies to promote health and prevent illness.

-
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The above competency categories are highly abstract in meaning and includes
positive evaluation (e.g. ‘gffective communication’, ‘holistic quality of care’, ‘safe
environment’, ‘guality assurance’ and ‘visk management strategies’, ‘promote
health and prevent illness’). In their reflective writing tasks students need to
operationalize and unpack these competency categories with reference to exam-
ples from practice. EPAs translate these into more concrete units of professional
practice that are assessable by supervisors (Lau et al. 2020). The ten identified
core EPAs include the following:

1. Patient engagement: Engage patients, families, or caregivers to enhance
the patient’s experience

2. Patient care and practice: Prioritize and provide patient care utilizing
nursing practice standards

3. Care management: Perform comprehensive health assessments and deliver
and evaluate care for patients

4. Common procedures: Perform procedures required of a registered nurse

(e.g. verify a doctor’s/nurse’s order from a medical record or provide the

appropriate emotional support to a patient)

Safety: Deliver care utilizing patient safety standards

6. Urgent care: Recognize patients requiring emergency care, initiate
management, assist in resuscitation, and stabilize critically ill patients

7. Transition care: Lead health care professionals in transiting patients within
and between teams

92

8. Patient education: Conduct education for patients, families, or caregivers
to improve health through health promotion and disease prevention
9. Interprofessional collaboration: Collaborate with interprofessional teams
to improve the quality of healthcare
10. DPalliative care: Perform assessments and deliver and evaluate care for
patients requiring palliative or end-of-life care in the hospital or community.

This chapter explores how students are required to demonstrate their under-
standing of competency in their field to be successful at in-depth reflective writing.
In order to do so, students need to demonstrate how they operationalize the
above EPAs with respect to their own individual practice and demonstrate their
alignment with disciplinary values encompassed in the SNB core competencies
framework. The manner in which students partially reproduce and align with the
cosmology of professional nursing competency in their reflective writing tasks
will be demonstrated by drawing on the concept of axiological cosmologies
from Legitimation Code Theory.

Analytical framework: Axiological cosmology

In order to explore how undergraduate student nurses demonstrate their
capacity for critical reflection by aligning with the underlying cosmology of
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nursing competency, this chapter draws on the LCT concept of cosmologies
(Maton 2014; Maton & Doran 2021). A cosmology is defined as ‘a logic
or the belief system or vision of the world embodied by activities within a
social field” (Maton 2014: 152). Specifically, the chapter will focus on
axiological cosmology, which emphasizes the expression of moral, political,
affective, aesthetic and other stances that reflect on attributes of the
knower. In this study, the competency standards outlined above function
as the cosmology which the students attempt to orient themselves and
their nursing practices with. Students attempt to orient to these meanings
by sharing subjective feelings and responses to difficult and problematic
incidents encountered during their field placements and using these feel-
ings as the object of analysis with reference to disciplinary values and lit-
erature in their field (Szenes & Tilakaratna 2021). These feelings and
responses are often realized as axiological clusters or recognizable and
recurrent configurations or patterns of meaning with positive or negative
charging (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020; Szenes 2021) within the reflective
writing texts. Clusters can be linked to other clusters in order to form
larger units of evaluative meaning or axiological constellations (Maton
2014; Maton et al. 2016; Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020; Szenes 2021;
Monbec this volume). This chapter draws on these LCT concepts in order to
understand how student nurses position themselves in relation to professional
practice and the disciplinary values and skills of a nurse as defined by the SNB
nursing competences and Entrustable Professional Activities. By aligning with
the underlying axiological cosmology of nursing competence, students are able
to show that their ‘heart is in the right place’ (Maton 2014: 163) and that they
rightfully belong in the nursing community of practice which appears to form the
basis of success in nursing reflective writing in the context of clinical practice.

Following Tilakaratna & Szenes (2020), the chapter uses the term ‘evaluation’
to refer to instances of positive or negative evaluative meaning and the term
‘evaluated’ to refer to the targets of these evaluations. Evaluations are coded in
bold font (e.g. caring) and their targets or the ‘evaluated’ will be underlined
(e.g. student nurse) with ‘+’ for positive and ‘- for negative meanings. General-
ized patterns of recurring positive or negatively charged evaluative meaning are
represented as clusters as exemplified in Figure 2.1. The reflective writing task,
which students are expected to produce in the Fundamentals of Nursing unit, is
described below. This is followed by an LCT cosmology analysis of two high-
scoring student texts.

Reflective writing task and rubric description

This chapter reports on a research project titled ‘Reflecting on undergraduate
nursing: An interdisciplinary approach to embedded critical reflection in
undergraduate nursing practice’, funded by the Centre for Development of
Teaching and Learning Teaching at the National University of Singapore
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+caring

of
student nurse

FIGURE 2.1 An example of a positively charged cluster

(Tilakaratna et al. 2020). The purpose of this interdisciplinary project was to
design a teaching intervention to improve the quality of undergraduate
nurses’ reflective writing in collaboration with nursing lecturers from the Alice
Lee Centre for Nursing Studies (ALCNS) and academic literacy lecturers from
the Centre for English Language Communication (CELC).

At the National University of Singapore, where the study this chapter
reports on is based, undergraduate clinical education shifted from ‘task-based
assessment’ to ‘competency-based nursing education and assessment’ in order
to accommodate to the qualities, attributes and skills required by practicing
nurses. The competency-based model emphasizes “continuous learning,
building on and reinforcing foundations, and provides deeper learning, ulti-
mately preparing nursing students for readiness in practice” (SNB 2018).
These skills were introduced to students through the Fundamentals of Nur-
sing module that allowed nurses to engage in authentic learning through
clinical practice in 2018 (see https://medicine.nus.edu.sg/nursing,/wp-con
tent/uploads/sites /2 /2021 /02 /Evidence-Based- Education.pdf).

The module required students to provide nursing care to patients in a range
of healthcare settings and included four hours of clinical practice in hospital.
During their field placements, students accompanied registered or enrolled
nurses and provided fundamental care (such as assisted bathing, feeding of
patients, and taking care of patients’ hygiene needs and assessment, e.g. taking
vital signs, assessing patients’ skin care condition and assisting in wound care)
(Tilakaratna et al. 2020).

Students were asked to write a reflective journal about what they had learnt
and how they could improve in the future following eight hours of clinical
experience. They were provided with Gibbs” (1988) reflective cycle model to
guide their reflective practice. This model moves through six stages: description,
feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. Each stage is elabo-
rated on through a series of prompt questions, for example, ‘feelings: what were
you thinking and feeling?’. The first stage of ‘description’ is simply a recounting
of events while the fourth stage in the cycle is more complex as it requires stu-
dents to engage in ‘sense making’. This indicates that as students move through
the reflective cycle, they also shift from common sense knowledge to uncom-
mon sense knowledge increasing in complexity. In nursing clinical practice, this
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means moving through the personal reactions to a particular incident during
fundamentals of care to the objective analysis of this event through reference
to nursing theory. Gibbs’ reflective cycle was also integrated into the initial
marking rubric created by the nursing lecturers who make a distinction
between knowledge (nursing theory and practice) and knower (the student
nurse, nurses in general) in relation to the kinds of disciplinary meanings
with which students are required to engage. The rubric includes a number of
steps which provide a scaffolding for the overall assignment and elaborate on
Gibbs’ reflective cycle:

Step 1: Description of the encounter, experience or any problem that arise
during the clinical visitation

Step 2: Feelings and Reflection: Identify your assumptions, values, beliefs,
emotions, motives based on your experience

Step 3: Evaluation of the performance and experience. Analysis of the
deeper meanings from different perspective (including feedback from tutor/
peer). Research using academic references or literatures

Step 4: Conclude and integrate how the experience informs nursing prac-
tice. Plan of action for future encounters.

The first stage of the project focused on identifying features of successful and
high-quality, in-depth reflective writing tasks in undergraduate nursing by
analysing 155 student assignments ranging from high-, mid- and low-scoring
papers. Approval was obtained by the NUS Internal Review Board and stu-
dent consent was sought before gathering the data.

Analysis and findings

Based on the axiological cluster analysis of two high-scoring student texts,
this section will illustrate how student nurses attempt to align with nursing
professional values in their reflective writing texts. Each text moves through
three obligatory stages (Critical Incident, Excavation and Transformation)
and two optional stages (Orientation and Coda) as mapped for similar
reflective writing tasks (Szenes at al. 2015). Specifically, the section below
will show how students produce two distinct constellations of ‘student
nurse’ and ‘emerging professional nurse’ identities in their reflective writing
texts as they attempt to align with professional values associated with the
discipline of nursing.

Maintaining safety

The first reflective writing text (Text 1) discussed in this chapter shows how
the student reinforces appropriate behaviour in performing the fundamentals
of care, for example, assisted bathing. In order to do so, she refers to the core
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competency of ‘maintaining a safe environment’ (Singapore Nursing Board
2018) and the 5™ entrustable professional activity: ‘deliver care utilizing
patient safety standards’.

In the Critical Incident stage of the text, the student focuses on
‘challenges’ that s/he faced when showering a patient and how these challenges
compromised patient safety:

However, there were some challenges showering the patient as he has a
habit of standing during a shower despite the weakness on his legs —
emphasizing high fall risk.

This challenge, of a noncompliant patient whose behaviour makes him a
‘high fall risk’, leads the student to examine, in the Excavation stage, what
practices ensure the patient’s safety in the context of showering him. A
number of positive evaluative meanings target the student and their actions
in attempting to maintain a safe showering environment for the patient,
summed up in Table 2.1.

Although it was frustrating to have an uncompliant patient, he taught me
to be more attentive to his safety when caring for him. For instance, my
patient’s habit of standing during the shower made me see the impor-
tance of locking the commode and placing the grab bars within his reach
for additional support. He also compelled me to lay his dirty clothing on
the wet floor to dry his feet and prevent him from slipping when he stood
up to wear his pants. All these were done to minimize fall risk, so that my
patient could shower in a safe environment.

A number of activities such as “locking the commode” and “placing
grab bars within his reach” and “lay[ing] his dirty clothing on the wet
floor to dry his feet” are associated with the core competency of

TABLE 2.1 A pattern of positive charging of nursing student maintaining safety

evaluated evaluation charging
me more attentive

[student] caring for him

me the importance of locking the commode and  +

placing the grab bars within his reach for
additional support

me Compelled... lay his dirty clothing on the wet +
floor to prevent him from slipping...

All these [actions that Minimize fall risk +
the student nurse took]

My patient Shower in a safe environment +
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“Maintain[ing] safe environment through the use of quality assurance and
risk management strategies”. Collectively, the positive evaluative meanings
and the skills of the student nurse constitute the first positively charged
cluster in the student’s assignment. Along with the second positively
charged cluster of ‘patient outcomes’, as a result of the efforts the student
nurse makes to minimize fall risk, these two clusters form the first con-
stellation of ‘student nurse’ in the reflective writing text as shown in
Figure 2.2:

+evaluation +evaluation
of of
student nurse skills patient outcomes

FIGURE 2.2 Two positively charged clusters constituting the constellation of ‘stu-
dent nurse’

After narrating the clinical incident, in Excavation stage the students
identifies steps she took to minimize falls and justifies her actions in rela-
tion to nursing knowledge through reference to literature in the field.
Drawing on a range of sources, the student lists the negative implications
of ‘falls’ targeting patients in the context of nursing clinical practice.

I learned that falls in the bathroom can have severe complications for
the elderly patients, as they can suffer from head injuries or frac-
tures, confining them to the wheelchair and prolonging hospitali-
zation (Poon 2015). These often escalate to higher healthcare costs
and lower quality of life (Khalik 2015). For example, the recovery
time for hip fracture can be up to 18 months and one in four will
completely lose their independence (Khalik 2015).

The repeated pattern of negatively evaluated implications of falls for
elderly patients with reference to literature in the field of nursing creates a
negatively charged cluster that constitutes valued nursing knowledge as
shown in Table 2.2.
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TABLE 2.2 A cluster of negative charging of implications of ‘falls’ for elderly patients

evaluated evaluation charging
for elderly patients severe complications -
they suffer from head injuries or fractures -
them confining... to the wheelchair -
[them] and prolonging hospitalization -
[patient] escalates to higher healthcare costs -
[patient] lower quality of life -
[patient] the recovery time for hip fracture can be -

up to 18 months

One in four [patients] completely lose their independence -

Notably, the student starts this section through reference to a cognitive
process (learned), which indicates a shift from nursing practices (as
represented through a series of actions taken by the student during clin-
ical placement) to nursing knowledge informed practice (e.g. under-
standing the implications for patients). The cognitive process ‘learned’,
which is located in the topic sentence of the paragraph, functions as a
form of ‘dominating prosody’ that colours the proceeding discourse with
the same evaluative meaning (Martin & White 2005; Hood 2010). This
means that while the cluster associated with nursing knowledge is nega-
tive because it refers to the effects of falls on elderly patients, this cluster
is subsumed under the cognitive process of ‘learned’; creating a positive
cluster of ‘student learning’, shown in Figure 2.3.

+evaluation
of

student learning

FIGURE 2.3 A positively charged cluster of ‘student learning’

In the final Transformation stage of the text, the student proposes
changes to her practice in order to ensure better risk management for her
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patient. In doing so, she aligns with the competency indicator “reflect on
practice outcomes and makes changes to practice where appropriate”. The
cluster constructed includes changes to future practice indicated through
modal verbs which are related to capacity (conid) and obligation (should)
(e.g. I felt T could improve, 1 should perform) (see Table 2.3):

Despite my inquisitive nature, I felt that I could improve by asking if
non-slip mats are available instead of placing clothing on the floor. As
clothing do not have a nonskid surface, it is less secured compared to
non-slip mats (Berg 1992). Furthermore, I should perform a visual
assessment of the patient’s skin to check for signs of skin breakdown
and abnormalities during the shower, ensuring prompt treatments
and interventions are provided if needed.

TABLE 2.3 A cluster of positive charging of student’s future practice in the Transfor-
mation stage of Text 1

evaluated evaluation charging
I could improve [by asking if...] +
1 should perform a visual assessment ensuring prompt +

treatments and interventions are provided if needed

+evaluation
of

student's future practice

FIGURE 2.4 A positively charged cluster of ‘student’s future practice’

While the two previous clusters of positive evaluation of ‘student nursing
skills’ and ‘patient outcomes’ constructed a constellation of ‘student nurse’,
the two positive clusters of ‘student learning’ and ‘student future practice’
constitute a second constellation of ‘emerging professional nurse identity’
as illustrated in Figure 2.5:
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EMERGING
PROFESSIONAL
NURSE
IDENTITY

+evaluation

+evaluation

of of
student learning student future
practice

FIGURE 2.5 Two positively charged clusters constituting the constellation of ‘emer-
ging professional nurse identity’

Overall, in the unfolding assignment, the student text produces four major
clusters with positive and negative charging which can be mapped out in rela-
tion to the unfolding reflective writing text. The first two positive clusters
include positive evaluation of the ‘student nurse’s skills’ (e.g. the steps taken to
minimize fall risks for their patient) and the positive ‘patient outcomes’ in the
Critical Incident stage of the text. The second cluster, which is formed in the
Excavation stage, is a positively charged cluster of ‘student learning’ through
which the student links practice and performance to nursing knowledge. Col-
lectively these clusters show a shift from the student’s personal or prior knowl-
edge to act (cf. Moon 2004), which form a constellation of ‘student nurse’, to a
constellation of ‘emerging professional nurse identity’. This shift from personal
knowledge to aligning with the competencies of a professional nurse shows how
the student attempts to demonstrate their capacity to successfully reflect on and
learn from past experiences, which functions as the basis of achievement in
reflective writing tasks in nursing. The final cluster, which emerges in the
Transformation stage of the text and also forms part of the constellation of
‘emerging professional nurse identity’ focuses on the student’s future practice
where the student shares how she wishes to transform her practice (e.g. I felt I
could improve, I should perform) demonstrating the capacity to respond in
ways that are valued in the discipline to a situation according to newly acquired
perspectives (Mezirow 1990) that are afforded by the cosmology of nursing
competence that students are exposed to in their undergraduate nursing
degrees. The constellations of ‘student nurse” and ‘emerging professional nurse
identity” which are constructed with reference to the core competency of
‘maintaining safety’ forms a partial reproduction of the cosmology of nursing
competence in the student text as is demonstrated in Figure 2.6:



32 Tilakaratna

NURSING
COMPETENCE

MAINTAINING
SAFETY

EMERGING
PROFESSIONAL
NURSE
IDENTITY

+evaluation
of
student future

practice

+evaluation
of
student learning

+evaluation +evaluation
of of
student nurse skills patient outcomes

FIGURE 2.6 Clusters and constellations constituting the cosmology of nursing
competence in Text 1

The section below shows how the formation of constellations of ‘student
nurse’ and ‘emerging professional nurse identity’ are realized in another high
scoring reflective writing text in which the student attempts to analyse the
impact of the core competency of ‘effective communication’ on clinical practice.

Effective communication

The second reflective writing text (Text 2) discussed in this chapter engages with
the competency standard of ‘effective communication’ under the second domain
of management of care. Effective communication is defined as the ability for a
nurse to “[l]isten, clarify and communicate clearly through verbal /non-verbal,
written and electronic means as appropriate to ensure effective communication
with clients, families and other healthcare professionals” (Singapore Nursing
Board 2018). In the EPAs, communication is captured under “patient engage-
ment” where students are expected to “engage patients, families, or caregivers to
enhance the patient’s experience” (Lau et al. 2020).

The student states in the Orientation stage of the text that it is the
nurse’s responsibility to ensure effective communication and build rapport
with the patient. The proceeding Critical Incident stage explains the
impact of a language-based communication barrier on establishing rapport
with the patient.

As for Patient A, language barriers were significant he could only speak
the Hokkien Dialect and none of us could speak this dialect compe-
tently. As a result, whenever he requested for help, or when he was
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sharing some of his life stories with us, we did not know what to do.
This made me feel quite trapped as I really hoped to help him, but I
did not understand what he wanted.

The above description of the problematic incident in which the student
shares their feelings as triggered by the inability to communicate with the
patient results in the formation of two clusters of negative evaluative meaning.
In the first cluster of negative evaluating meaning, student nurses are negatively
evaluated for their inability to communicate with the patient in the specific
situation described as shown in Table 2.4.

The second cluster of negative evaluative meanings targets outcomes for the
patient, who the student claims may be negatively impacted because he is
unable to communicate his needs to nursing staft (see Table 2.5).

From his perspective, he may have also felt that people around him did
not understand him, and this may have had caused some psychological
impact on him. I think, often, it is easy to give up communicating with
patients when there are language barriers and end up neglecting them.

The nurse’s inability to communicate and the resulting negative outcomes
for the patient form two negatively charged clusters of ‘student nurse skills’
and ‘patient outcomes’. Similar to Text 1, these constitute a constellation of
‘student nurse’ illustrated in Figure 2.7.

TABLE 2.4 A pattern of negative charging of nursing student’s lack of effective

communication
evaluated evaluation charging
none of us [student nurses] could speak competently -
We [student nurses] did not know what to do -
Me [student nurses] feel quite trapped -
I [student nurses] did not understand him -

TABLE 2.5 A pattern of negative charging of effect of poor communication skills on

patient
cevaluated evaluation charging
he [the patient] could only speak Hokkien dialect -
he [the patient] may have also felt that people around -
him did not understand him,
him [patient] psychological impact -
with patients easy to give up communicating -

them end up neglecting -
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—evaluation —evaluation
of of
student nurse skills patient outcomes

FIGURE 2.7 Two negatively charged clusters constituting the constellation of
‘student nurse’

While the student in Text 1 refers to their actions to minimize negative
outcomes on the patient, the student in Text 2 refers to future actions they
could take when confronted with a patient who doesn’t speak the same lan-
guage as the nurse. This section of the reflective text uses similar language to
the Transformation stage in the previous text such as the use of modal verbs
related to obligation (should) (see Table 2.6).

As T was reflecting on what I should do and how I should improve
myself when encountering such difficulties in the future, I thought that
1 should learn at least a little of the more common languages and dia-
lects such as Malay, Hokkien, Cantonese etc., since many of the pioneer
generation are not English-educated and can only converse in a certain
language or dialect.

Unlike Text 1, in which the student nurse’s future actions are realized in the
Transformation stage, in Text 2, ‘students future practice’ is still constructed as a
cluster of meaning that forms part of the ‘student nurse’ constellation. This is
because the proposed future actions the student refers to in Text 2 are not rein-
forced in the nursing literature which discusses how nurses can resolve situations
in which language barriers hinder effective communication in clinical practice.

TABLE 2.6 A cluster of positive charging of student’s future practice in the Excavation
stage of Text 2

evaluated  evaluation charging

I should improve myself when encountering such difficulties  +
in the future

I should learn at least a little of the more common languages +
and dialects such as Malay, Hokkien, Cantonese etc.




Developing disciplinary values 35

The student indicates that the nursing knowledge she refers to is different from
the actions that they thought that they should take (e.g. I thought that I should
learn at least a little of the more common languages and dialects such as Malay,
Hokkien, Cantonese etc.) and this is indicated in the language through the use of
an adversative conjunction (bowever) in the extract where the student refers to
nursing literature. References to literature form a positive cluster of ‘nursing
knowledge’ as shown in Table 2.7 visualized as Figure 2.8:

However, when detailed explanations are required, such as for patients’
medication and treatment plan, and language skills are limited, it is wise
to get the help of another health pyessional [sic] who can better com-
municate in the patient’s language (Squires 2018). This is so that
undesired consequences due to poor communication with patients
would be avoided.

In addition to the nursing knowledge cluster which refers to the literature
on how to effectively communicate with a patient who uses a different lan-
guage from the nurse, the student nurse in this text produces three other
positively charged clusters in the text which constitute ‘effective communica-
tion’. The first of these is a short recount that consolidates her understanding
of how nonverbal effective communication can be used to establish rapport
with patients. In this recount, as shown in Table 2.8 and Table 2.9 a pair of
positively charged clusters of student nurse skills are formed.

TABLE 2.7 A cluster of positive charging of nursing knowledge

evaluated evaluation charging  source
[for the nurse] to get the help  wise + Squires (2018)
of another health professional
another health professional better communicate  + Squires (2018)
in the patient’s
language
undesired avoided +

consequences due to poor
communication with patients

+evaluation
of

nursing knowledge

FIGURE 2.8 A positively charged cluster of ‘nursing knowledge’
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TABLE 2.8 A cluster of effective nonverbal communication of student nurse with a patient

evaluated evaluation charging
Her [my friend non-verbal cues showed that she was listening to  +
the patient

TABLE 2.9 A cluster of positive outcomes for the patient

evaluated evaluation charging
the patient was more willing to share +

Notably these two positively charged clusters are reproduced under the
constellation of ‘emerging professional nurse identity’, where another student
nurse’s actions are seen as having positive outcomes for the patient. The
observed positive practice of communicating using nonverbal cues is rein-
forced with reference to nursing knowledge. Similar to Text 1 above, Text 2
indicates through verbs of mental cognition (/earnt) that the student nurse is
abstracting from the specific instance of effective nonverbal communication to
the principles of ‘effective communication’, a core competence under the
cosmology of nursing competence (see Table 2.10).

From this I Jearnt the power of non-verbal cues in communication, because it
helps build trust and rapport between healthcare providers and patients even if
verbal communication and comprehension is limited by language barriers
(Segal et al. 2018).

Similar to Text 1, the cognitive process of ‘learnt’ functions as a dominating
prosody that is related to the student’s capacity to understand that nonverbal com-
munication is a form of effective communication in clinical practice. This positively
charged cluster of ‘student learning’ is similar to the cluster in Figure 2.3 that was
produced in Text 1. However, in this text it is presented in the Excavation stage.

Text 2 then is a slightly more complex example of reflective writing than Text 1.
In the Critical Incident stage, the student refers to her own practice in terms of her
inability to communicate with her patients and proposes how this might negatively
impact the patient. The nurse’s actions and outcomes on the patient form two

TABLE 2.10 A cluster of positive charging of non-verbal communication

evaluated evaluation charging
non-verbal cues in The power +
communication

It helps build trust and rapport between +

healthcare providers and patients
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negative clusters. This is followed by constructing a nursing knowledge cluster in
the Excavation stage which contradicts the student’s attempt to show a shift in
their practice. What this implies is that student learning alone is not valued, parti-
cularly if it is linked to personal epistemologies (Ryan & Ryan 2013) that are not
supported by appropriate literature.

Another difference that appears in the second text is the knowledge that the
student gains through reference to observing another nurse’s successful attempts
to use nonverbal cues to communicate. Unlike the students own proposed future
practice (e.g. to learn other languages that are spoken by elderly Singaporeans),
this positively charged ‘nursing knowledge’ cluster also includes an observation of
another nurse’s competent demonstration of non-verbal communication. This is
then consolidated with reference to the nursing literature and linked to a posi-
tively cluster of ‘student learning’. The constellations of ‘student nurse’ and
‘emerging professional nurse identity” which are constructed with reference to the
core competency of ‘effective communication’ forms a partial reproduction of the
cosmology of nursing competence in Text 2 as is demonstrated in Figure 2.9.

An overview of both high-scoring reflective writing texts show that the students
produce similar constellations of ‘student nurse’ and ‘emerging professional nurse
identity” in their reflective texts. The first ‘student nurse’ constellation focuses on
the student’s own actions and outcomes on patients. Both the practice and out-
comes can be positively or negatively evaluated, depending on how the nurse views
their actions, for example, as an attempt to create positive or negative outcomes for
the patient. In producing these clusters, the students begin the process of reflec-
tion from a personal standpoint of what does or does not work in the context of
the particular incident they encountered in clinical practice. However, both
students understand that in order to demonstrate successful critical reflection

NURSING
COMPETENCE

EFFECTIVE
(COMMUNICATION

-evaluation
of
student nurse
skills

EMERGING
PROFESSIONAL
NURSE
IDENTITY

-evaluation
of
patient outcomes

+evaluation
of
nursing knowledge
of

(other) student

nurse skills

-evaluation
of
student future
practice

of
student leamning

FIGURE 2.9 Clusters and constellations constituting the cosmology of nursing
competence in Text 2
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in nursing clinical practice, they need to show a shift in their practice from
what a student would do to what a nursing professional would do. They also
need to reproduce constellations of emerging nurse professional identity with
reference to a set of nursing skills informed by nursing knowledge.

Implications for teaching critical reflection

Through the use of LCT constellations analysis, this study has revealed how suc-
cessful students demonstrate a shift from personalized understandings of clinical
practice to engaging with appropriate nursing knowledge in order to align their
practice with the cosmology of nursing competence. In doing so, students also
demonstrate that they can concretize and exemplify the highly complex axiologi-
cal meanings in the form of nursing values that are outlined in Core Compe-
tencies and Generic Skills for Registered Nurses by the Singapore Nursing Board.
Demonstrating high scoring students are able to create clusters and constellations
that show alignment with the cosmology that underlies professional nursing
competence reveals the basis of success in reflective writing tasks.

The above cluster analysis has shown how positive and negative meanings are
formed around specific targets (the student nurse, the patient) in the first part of
the assignment, as students show how they attempt to engage in professional
practice. With the Excavation stage, students re-examine their actions in relation
to the literature, they explore the implications of their practice such as the impact
“falls’ or poor communication has on their patients forming a cluster of nursing
knowledge and nursing competence which re-create parts of the underlying
cosmology of nursing professional practice in the form of selected core compe-
tences such as ‘maintaining safety’ and ‘effective communication’. Both students
then move onto identifying what they have learnt in the course of their reflection
process in an attempt to show ‘transformation’ of practice. While the first student
thinks of ways in which she can reduce fall risks with reference to the literature,
the second student learns through the observation of another nurse’s attempts to
use nonverbal communication to build rapport with a patient and consolidates
this in relation to nursing knowledge with reference to literature. Both instances
demonstrate the students’ capacity to learn from reflecting on their actions and
thus provide evidence of in-depth reflection, which has occurred in relation to
identifying and embodying disciplinary values that underpin their actions as
nurses and the literature that they engage with in the field of nursing.

What is significant is that while students do not explicitly refer to nursing
competence or competency frameworks, the clusters and resulting constella-
tions, which high-scoring students construct as they show they have learnt
from reflecting on past experiences, reproduce the underlying cosmology of
nursing competency that aligns with the standards of professional practice
outlined by the Singapore Nursing Board.

In terms of broader discussions of what constitutes critical reflection in dis-
ciplinary fields, making visible the underlying cosmology of nursing competency
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that students systematically reproduce in their reflective writing tasks shows that
there is a set of defined meanings that counts as professional practice. Successful
students are aware that reflective writing tasks need to encompass what is clas-
sified in nursing as ‘knowledge’ and ‘professional practice’ and take into con-
sideration the values that are reproduced in the field. Aligning with these values
is a first step towards becoming professionals and the capacity to demonstrate
this has implications for their success as competent and ethical nurses.

In critical reflection pedagogy, making professional standards visible and
explicit means demonstrating, through such means as LCT cluster analysis, the
shift from personal actions in field placements to aligning with professional
competencies and developing new skills (Boud et al. 1985). Successful students
navigate the complexity of evolving from nursing novice to nursing professional
by producing certain clusters of meanings. Making this process visible allows
students to demonstrate their capacity for critical reflection and to delve deeper
into how their professional identities intersect with their personal identities.
Importantly, for students to master critical reflection, they also need to show
how they align with disciplinary values demonstrating their capacity for in-depth
critical reflection through the transformation of both their perceived future
actions and their perspectives on what constitutes appropriate, professional and
empathetic practice in the context of professional nursing.

At the highest level of achievement, critical reflection pedagogy refers to
‘in-depth’ critical reflection, which is linked to ‘new’ ways of doing things and
moving from concrete development of skills to ‘new” ways of seeing (Boud et
al. 1985). While a number of studies link news ways of seeing and transfor-
mation of perspectives to challenging, questioning and deconstructing power
structures, few studies have explored how students reproduce, align with and
refer to underlying structures of power in order to succeed in higher educa-
tion. In disciplines such as undergraduate nursing where students encounter
emotionally challenging incidents with patients in practice situations from the
outset of their higher education journey, understanding, unpacking and
aligning with professional values is a necessary first step in creating effective
and more empathetic nurses who are adequately prepared to engage with the
professional challenges they encounter in clinical practice.
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‘l'COMPLY BUT DEEPLY RESENT BEING
ASKED TO DO SO’

Ethical considerations of assessing students’
reflective writing

Eszter Szenes and Namala Tilakaratna

Introduction

Ethical reasoning, ethical decision-making, and professional integrity are often
cited among the most important graduate qualities in university strategic plans.
A voluminous literature also highlights the importance of preparing tertiary
students for ethical professional practice. In higher education students’ capacity
for ethical reasoning and ethical practice are often assessed through reflective
types of assignments such as critical reflection essays, learning journals, and
reflective journals that are becoming increasingly popular in applied disciplines
such as education, social work, business or health sciences. These assignments
are often framed as ‘empowering’ and ‘emancipatory’ as they are designed to
enable students to challenge existing power structures and the status quo in
institutional settings (see e.g. Fook 2004; Fook & Morley 2005). They are
described as forms of ‘creative’ expression that do not conform to any struc-
tures and therefore allow students ‘freedom’ to engage with their experiences
without limits (Créme 2008). However, among the issues that emerge with
regard to reflective writing are ethical concerns associated with assessing an
assignment that is culturally or contextually insensitive and asks students to
divulge often deeply personal and ethically sensitive information (see e.g. Boud
& Walker 1998; Ghaye 2007; Morley 2007; Marsh 2014 ). While ethical deci-
sion-making and integrity are undoubtedly crucial components of professional
practice and a necessary student attribute, this chapter will critically examine the
appropriateness and ethicality of the widespread academic practice of assessing
students’ reflective writing in higher education.

We begin by reviewing the literature on critical reflection which defines
reflective writing as a form of ‘emancipatory education’ that involves challen-
ging presuppositions, exploring alternative perspectives and transforming old
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ways of understanding (Mezirow 2003: 12). This ‘transformation’ deviates
from the ‘objective’ and epistemologically oriented meanings that are valor-
ized in higher education (Fook et al. 2016). We draw on the concepts of
axiological clusters and constellations (Maton 2014) from Legitimation Code
Theory (LCT) to analyze reflective assignments from business and evaluate
whether they can be claimed to be ‘empowering’ and ‘emancipatory’ and
enabling critical reflection as a process. The findings of this research suggest
that reflective assignments could be seen as contributing to deficit discourses
rather than challenging the status quo and allowing ‘freedom of expression’ as
well as limiting rather than empowering students’ agency. The chapter will
conclude with a discussion of the need to critically reflect about the practice of
assessing critical reflection in tertiary settings. We suggest that decolonizing
critical reflection is necessary in order to design reflective tasks that enable
rather than constrain students’ learning to become self-reflective practitioners.

Literature review: The construction of critical reflection
assignments

Ciritical reflection refers to how people make “judgements about whether
professional activity is equitable, just and respectful of persons or not by
drawing on personal action” examined within wider socio-historical and poli-
tico-cultural contexts (Hatton & Smith 1995: 35). As a ‘soft’ (Biglan 1973)
or ‘transferable’ (Brown 1990; Halpern 1998; Kek & Huijser 2011) skill, it is
often taught and assessed through the use of a wide variety of assignments,
such as learning and reflective journals and reports, reflection essays, case stu-
dies, or narratives (Carson & Fisher 2006; Fook et al. 2016; Fook & Gardner
2013; Ryan & Ryan 2013). We distinguish between the process of critical
reflection and written reflective assignments by using the term ‘critical reflec-
tion” to name the process and ‘critical reflection assignments’ to refer to
“written documents that students create as they think about various concepts,
events, or interactions over a period of time for the purposes of gaining
insights into self-awareness and learning” (Thorpe 2004: 328 as cited in
O’Connell & Dyment 2011: 47). Typically, reflective assessment tasks are
often designed to induce ‘a state of perplexity, hesitation, doubt’ (Dewey
1933), create ‘inner discomforts’ (Brookfield 2000), and require students to
identify a personal and ‘disorienting dilemma’ (Mezirow 2000) or a ‘critical
incident” (Fook 2002) during the practical application of their disciplinary
knowledge in field work, field placements and other ‘real-life” scenarios stu-
dents engage in during their undergraduate degrees. Critical incidents or
learning events are often narrated in the form of an autobiography or life
narrative (Creme 2008) that then forms the object of analysis in critical
reflection assignments. Students are expected to analyze these problematic
situations through applying the theoretical concepts of their discipline and/or
deconstruct dominant assumptions and challenge existing power structures
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and the status quo in institutional settings (see e.g. Brookfield 2000; Fook
2004; Creme 2008; Fook & Morley 2005).

Despite a rich literature that discusses critical reflection, there has been little
consensus or understanding of what counts as evidence of effective practices of
critical reflection, particularly in the context of higher education. Recent
research has identified what constitutes the knowledge practices of critical
reflection across a range of disciplines such as nursing (Brooke 2019), engi-
neering and English for Academic Purposes (Brooke, Monbec & Tilakaratna
2019; Monbec et al. 2020), social work education (Boryczko 2020), teacher
education (Macnaught 2020) and social work and business (Szenes et al.
2015; Tilakaratna & Szenes 2017, 2020; Szenes & Tilakaratna 2021). Draw-
ing on linguistic and sociological approaches, these studies highlight key fea-
tures of highly graded reflective writing, for example, their genre structure, i.e.
staging, recurring patterns of evaluative resources and the importance of
semantic waving, i.c. moving between theoretical knowledge and everyday
experiences (see also Maton 2014; Kirk 2017; Macnaught 2020; Meidell
Sigsgaard 2020; Meidell Sigsgaard & Jacobsen 2021).

With regards to the ethical considerations of assessing reflective assignments,
previous research has pointed out a Western bias towards cultural assumptions
and norms, for example, through its excessive focus on individuality (Fook
& Askeland 2007; Tilakaratna et al. 2019). This focus on individuality and
the ‘self’ is evident in claims such as providing students with the opportu-
nity for ‘selfexpression’, and in concepts such as ‘self-regulation’, “critical self*
reflection’ (Facione 1990; Hettich 1990; Hiemstra 2001, emphases added), and
‘self-directed, self-disciplined, se/fmonitored, and self-corrective thinking’ (Paul
& Elder 2014, emphases added). Other ethical concerns include ‘censorship’
(Cheng & Chan 2019), coercion and intrusion into students’ privacy (Ghaye
2007; Ross 2011; Smith & Trede 2013), overburdening students with ‘busy
work’ and ‘more workload’ (Mills 2008; Mortari 2012), and setting assignments
that are seen as ‘tedious’ and a ‘nuisance’ (Mills 2008; O’Reilly & Milner 2015)
or a ‘pain’ (Jindal-Snape & Holmes 2009).

Previous research has claimed that critical reflection tasks are a form of
‘creative’ play or activity that have no specific genre or text structure and allow
students “to play around with ideas in an open, unworried and exploratory
way” (Créme 2008: 52) and are thus unteachable and unassessable. In contrast,
Szenes, Tilakaratna & Maton (2015) show that high-scoring reflective assign-
ments in social work and business conform to a uniform genre structure: while
highlighting discipline-specific differences, high-scoring reflective assignments in
both disciplines include several common genre stages. These include descrip-
tions of personal and professional experience, critically examining previous
assumptions, beliefs and behaviours, and a resolution to learn from mistakes and
a pledge to apply new knowledge to inform better behaviour in the future.
Further, Tilakaratna & Szenes (2020) and Szenes & Tilakaratna (2021) chal-
lenge current pedagogical practices which claim that critical reflection tasks
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allow for ‘creative’ expression by demonstrating that students from different
disciplines align themselves with privileged disciplinary values by creating
value-laden constellations in their assignments.

Theoretical foundations: Axiological clusters and constellations

LCT is a sociological framework that enables the organizing principles under-
lying knowledge practices to be explored, across a wide range of academic dis-
ciplines as well as everyday and professional contexts (see e.g. Maton 2014;
Maton et al. 2016, 2021). This chapter draws on the LCT concepts of clusters
and constellations (Maton 2014; Maton & Doran 2021). Specifically, it focuses
on an axiological form of clusters and constellations, in which practices signal the
“aesthetic, ethical, moral or political affiliations” of actors (Maton 2014: 152).
The aim is to examine the extent to which the reflective assignments analyzed for
this study can be claimed to be ‘empowering’ and ‘emancipatory’ and enabling
critical reflection as a process.

Axiological clusters can be formed by recognisable and recurring configura-
tions or patterns of these kinds of meanings that have positive or negative
charging (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020; Szenes 2021; Szenes & Tilakaratna
2021). Linked to other clusters, they can form a larger unit termed an axzolo-
gical constellation (Maton 2014; Maton et al. 2016; Tilakaratna & Szenes
2020; Szenes 2021). In Maton’s words, tight association among the stances
constituting a constellation (Maton 2014: 163) can enable clusterboosting,
whereby actors can benefit from the meanings associated with other positively
viewed stances that are closely connected with the stances they express, whether
they engage with those stances or not. Conversely, actors can experience clus-
terfucking of their stances by association with other stances that are negatively
charged, regardless of whether they enact those stances or not. This chapter
aims to demonstrate the usefulness of these concepts for revealing what the
academic discipline of business seems to value as successful written demonstra-
tions of critical reflection as well as what it seems to devalue and evaluate as
failures of demonstrating critical reflection.

To identify clusters of axiological meanings in reflective assignments, we
draw on the ArpraisaL' framework, also called ‘the language of evaluation’
(Martin, J. R. & White 2005), from Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) to
analyze instances of evaluative meanings, i.e. attitudes, values and judgements.
Attitudinal meanings are realized by interpersonal linguistic resources® selected
from the ATTITUDE system of APPRAISAL that is further divided into the sub-systems
of AFFECT, classified as types of emotion, and JUDGEMENT and APPRECIATION, clas-
sified as forms of opinion (Martin, J. R. 1992, 2000; Bednarek 2008). Selections
of attitudinal meanings from the subsystem of AFFECT involve linguistic resources
which construe attitudinal meanings as evaluations of emotions and feelings;
selections from JUDGEMENT signal evaluations of behaviour; selections from
APPRECIATION signal evaluations of phenomena and things respectively
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(Martin, J. R. & White 2005). These resources of ATTITUDE can also be graded by
amplification (e.g. good: great: outstanding; entively incorrect) or blurring (e.g.
somewhat important; may have offended) in order to intensify, quantify, sharpen
or soften attitudinal meanings (Hood 2010; Martin, J. R. & White 2005).

Since all evaluations are aimed at something, we will also identify what is being
evaluated (Martin, J. R. & White 2005: 59), i.e. the Tazgets > of attitudes®. As
illustrated by Example 1 below, an instance of inscribed negative [judgement:
normality] (foreign) evaluates the Target ‘my teammates’ behavionr .

[1] my teammates’ behaviour [Target] seemed foreign [—judgement:
normality] to me

Following the conventions of coding attitudinal meanings established in
Martin, J. R. (2000) and Martin, J. R. & White (2005), in the analyses below
we will term instances that evaluate ‘attitudinal choices’ and the evaluated
entities “Targets’ in order to illustrate their role in the construction of clusters
in the reflective assignments analyzed in this study. Attitudinal choices will be
coded in bold font and their Targets will be underlined. Their charging will
be indicated by the signs ‘+’ for positive and ‘-’ for negative evaluation.
Resources of grading will be coded in &lack bold italics. This coding scheme
is summarized in Table 3.1 below:

TABLE 3.1 Coding scheme for text analysis

Coding scheme

Targets (i.c. the evaluated entities)  underlined

attitudinal choices black bold font
type of attitude square brackets® (e.g. [+judgement: propriety])
charging +” sign for positive evaluation

‘= sign for negative evaluation

grading (amplification /blurring) black bold italics

When the same Target is repeatedly evaluated by instances of positive or
negative attitude, such recurring patterns can be generalized as positively or
negatively charged clusters (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020), as shown in Figure 3.1.

—judgement
of

my teammates’
behaviour

FIGURE 3.1 An example of a negatively charged cluster
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This visual representation will be used in this chapter to capture the nature of
axiological meanings clustered together in the reflective assignments analyzed for
this study.

The dataset and the reflective assignment tasks

The reflective assignments analyzed in this chapter are part of a dataset
collected for an ongoing international multidisciplinary research project on
the knowledge practices of critical thinking in higher education, whose aim
is to understand the disciplinary requirements of undergraduate reflective
writing. After gaining ethics approval for the project, 64 senior under-
graduate reflective journals from business studies (1,000 words) and their
grades were collected from a core interdisciplinary business studies unit at
a large metropolitan Australian university. All grades were ordered from
highest to lowest, all identifying details of the students were removed, and
the texts were then numbered as Text 1, 2, 3, and so on. Out of the 64
students who consented to having their assignments analyzed for research
purposes, only six received a High Distinction grade and 11 students failed
this task. To analyze the same number of texts from each of these groups,
the six highest- and the six lowest-scoring assignments were then chosen
for the analysis presented in this chapter.

The reflective journal task set within a core, senior and challenging
interdisciplinary unit in business studies was designed to develop students’
reflective practice and specifically their intercultural competence. Reflective
practice is defined in the Unit of Study Outline as “a dynamic ongoing
interactive self-reflective learning process that transforms attitudes, skills
and knowledge for effective communication and interaction across cultures
and contexts” (Freeman 2009). The reflective journal task required stu-
dents to critically reflect on their experience of multinational teamwork by
examining their visible and invisible values, beliefs, assumptions and beha-
viours drawing on Solomon & Schell’s model of intercultural competency
(Solomon & Schell 2009: 49-50). In particular, the students were pro-
vided with the following guiding questions:

Question 1: Choose one behaviour that you thought was a strength or
weakness and identify the ‘below the surface’ value that underpins that
behaviour.

Question 2: Having identified the cultural value that you believe underpins
your particular strength or weakness, now explain how and from where that
cultural value developed using the ‘core elements of culture’ provided on p. 50 of
Solomon and Schell (2009).
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Question 3: What does this teach you about the way you behave, and your
expectations of others, when working in multinational teams?

Question 4: How might you integrate this awareness into future team
work, either at university or in the workplace?

This chapter seeks answers to the following research questions: 1) how
‘emancipatory and ‘empowering’ are these assignments and 2) how do
successful students demonstrate critical self-reflection in high- and low-
scoring reflective assignments? For reasons of space, in the following sec-
tions we will only highlight textual examples from the business reflective
journals to illustrate the ethical concerns we identified throughout the
course of our research.

Deficit discourses in reflective writing: Stereotyping the ‘Other’,
negative self-talk, and a focus on failure

As shown in the literature review section above, reflective assignments are
often framed as ‘empowering’ and ‘emancipatory’ designed to enable stu-
dents to ‘challenge’ existing power structures and the ‘status quo’ in insti-
tutional settings (e.g. Fook 2004; Fook & Morley 2005). When analysing
reflective assignments in detail, we noticed that some students seemed to
interpret the instructions ‘critically analyze’ and ‘critically reflect on’ as an
invitation to criticize others and themselves. Specifically, this section will
illustrate how student writers of high-scoring reflective journals from the
field of business engage in deficit discourses by stereotyping and othering
their peers while student writers of low-scoring assignments engage in
negative self-talk and focus on failure.

Deficit discourses: Clusterboosting Australian values and clusterfucking
‘foreign’ values

For reasons of space, we first explore Text 1 to provide more detailed
analyses before presenting illustrative results from other high-scoring
assignments. Our first example demonstrates that in the high-scoring
business reflective journals the student writer initially negatively evaluates
the other participants they interact with during their multinational team-
work. They describe their personal experiences concerning their multi-
national team assignment and analyze the ‘below the surface’ values that
underpin their negative experiences of teamwork and negative attitudes
towards their peers.

[Text 1] My group had three members from China where communitarian-
ism is gemerally valued [+appreciation: valuation] and other cultural
differences [judgement: normality] such as communication styles made
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their behaviour seem foreign [—judgement: normality ] to me (Trompenaars
& Hampden-Turner 2000: 71)

To uncover patterns of evaluation that cluster into a set of axiological
values, we coded the attitudinal choices of similar targets and their char-
ging, specifically, subsequent mentions of the student’s team mates (e.g.
three members from China, their behaviour) as well as references to com-
munitarianism and related expressions (e.g. Chinese style, cultural differ-
ences). The detailed attitudinal analysis presented in Table 3.2 reveals that
both the student’s team mates and their country of origin, values and
characteristics are repeatedly evaluated as incapable and ‘abnormal’. These
resources, clustered together, function to amplify the student writer’s
negative judgement of the ‘capacity’ and ‘normality’ of his peers from

TABLE 3.2 A repeated pattern of coupling negative evaluation of student’s peers and
communitarian values [Text 1]

Target: peers

attitudinal item

type & charging

other group members less academically gifted [-judgement: capacity]
than myself
three members from China foreign [-judgement:
normality]
their behaviour foreign [-judgement:
normality |
to use direct communication  their resistance [-judgement:
normality|
my team mates fail to understand language [—judgement: capacity]
or grammar
they do not understand the [-judgement: capacity]
concept
my Chinese workmates looked at me blankly [-judgement: capacity]
the group’s lack of direct [-judgement: capacity]

communication

Target: communitarianism

attitudinal item

type & charging

commonly indirect Chinese foreign [-judgement:
style normality ]
China where communitarian-  foreign [judgement:

ism is generally valued

Chinese style

other cultural differences such

as communication styles

communitarianism

commonly indirect

made their behaviour seem
foreign to me

foreign

normality]
[-judgement:
normality |
[-judgement:
normality |
[-judgement:
normality |
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—judgement —judgement

of peers of communitarianism

FIGURE 3.2 Negatively charged clusters of the student’s peers’ behaviour as incap-
able and communitarianism as ‘abnormal’

mainland China from their cultural differences to their communication
style.

We can generalize these salient linguistic resources of negative judgement,
which target the student’s Chinese team mates and their behaviour and values
that stem from communitarianism as negatively charged clusters. Illustrated
by Figure 3.2, these clusters condense the patterns of repeated evaluations,
which function to dismiss the student’s peers’ behaviour as incapable and
communitarianism as ‘abnormal’.

As mentioned above, business students were required to draw on Solomon
& Schell’s intercultural competency framework to analyze their visible beha-
viours as well as hidden values, beliefs and assumptions (Solomon & Schell
2009: 49-50). This framework includes concepts such as meyth, folklore, heroes
and Jistory within ‘core elements of culture’, which influence both ‘on the
surface’ personal behaviour as well as ‘below the surface’ cultural values (e.g.
egalitarianism, honesty, loyalty, etc.). Further analysis of Text 1 revealed that
the business student contrasts the ‘foreign’ value of communitarianism to his
Australian value of ‘individualism’; one of the core elements of culture in the
theoretical framework students were required to apply in their reflective jour-
nals. The extract below demonstrates that the value of individualism is eval-
uated exclusively positively by piling up resources of positive capacity, which
functions to construct the student’s academic abilities as superior to his Chi-
nese peers.

[Text 1] The hidden value [+appreciation: valuation] that underpins my
behaviour of discounting is individualism. Individualism involves a pre-
ference to act independently [+judgement: capacity] and to put an
individual’s own interests before any group interests [+judgement:
capacity] (Parker: 194-196). The main reason I have used discounting in
the past is to ensure that I get the best marks [+appreciation: valuation]
possible [+judgement: capacity] at university which can be classified as my
individual [+judgement: capacity] objective. The broader objective this
links to is success [+judgement: capacity] in life. Doing well at university
has been shown statically to positively impact [+judgement: capacity]
upon a person’s career, health and material wealth in a generalized case
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(Todaro & Smith 2009: 373). I therefore used discounting behaviour in
the aim of achieving my own individual objective [+judgement: capacity]
which I justified to myself by claiming it was similarly helping the group
achieve [+judgement: capacity] its objective.

This recurring salient pattern of positive capacity targeting the value of
individualism is constructed in direct opposition to the pattern of negative
normality targeting the value of communitarianism we showed in Table 3.2.
By packaging them up into abstractions that condense attitudinal meanings,
the business student constructs these as oppositional clusters illustrated by
Figure 3.3.

communitarianism

FIGURE 3.3 Oppositionally charged clusters in business: Individualism versus
communitarianism

The next step in our analysis was to identify what other ideas the clusters of
individualism and communitarianism were related to in the student’s assign-
ment. In other words, it is important to understand what constellation an idea
is part of (cf. Maton 2014). Other Australian values are also discussed by the
student writer, such as equality, courage, excellence, and cooperation. Similar to
individualism, each of these values condense a range of meanings: for exam-
ple, the value of excellence is exemplified through positive judgements of
capacity such as efficiency, productivity and behaving competitively, and the
value of courage condenses behaviours such as offering ideas during team-
work, divulging stories and experiences and the student’s expectation that
peers should not feel intimidated when participating in groupwork. Each
cluster that actualizes an Australian value condenses a repeated pattern of
positively charged attitudinal meanings. Together these clusters form a posi-
tively charged constellation of Australian values. On the other hand, similar to
communitarianism, each cluster that actualizes a Chinese value condenses a
repeated pattern of negatively charged attitudinal meanings. This construction
of oppositional constellations enables clusterboosting Australian values and
clusterfucking ‘foreign’ values in the business reflective journal. The clusters
forming these opposing constellations are visualized by Figure 3.4.

By citing his positively charged Australian value system as the reason for his
inappropriate behaviour, the student essentially redeems himself by excusing
his stereotyping and othering of his Chinese peers. While space precludes the
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cooperation

Australian
values

Chinese
values

communitarianism

individualism

excellence

guanxi
courage

FIGURE 3.4 Clusterboosting Australian values and clusterfucking ‘foreign’ values in a
high-scoring business reflective journal

detailed presentation of other high-scoring students’ reflective assignments, it is
important to mention that such oppositional constellations appear in each text.
We provide examples of these oppositional constellations in Table 3.3, where
students contrast their positively charged Australian values and behaviours to
the negatively charged non-western values and behaviours of their peers.

TABLE 3.3 Oppositional constellations of Australian and foreign values and behaviours

[Texts 2-6]

Text Australian values and behaviours: Foreign values and behaviours:
+charging —charging

Text 2 history, heroes, mythology, folklore, face saving, silence, indirect
mateship communication

Text 3 integrity, honesty, equality, courage, collectivism, fear of rejection
cooperation, excellence

Text 4 excellence, individualism, freedom, collectivism, authority, high
history, landscape, low power distance  power distance, Confucianism

Text 5 heroes, mythology, folklore, family, authority, fear of losing face,
contempt for authority, individualism  indirect style

Text 6 excellence, courage, cooperation, collectivism, indirect commu-
optimism, religion, history, mateship,  nication style, face, hierarchy
individualism

The clusterboosting of Australian values and the clusterfucking of ‘foreign’
values in the highest-scoring business reflective journals play an important role
in demonstrating ‘intercultural competence’, where the students use the con-
stellation of Australian values as the basis for and the justification of othering
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their international team mates by engaging in deficit discourses. In the
following section, we will share examples where such deficit discourses are
not aimed at others but the students themselves.

Deficit discourses: Negative self-talk and a focus on failure

We will now look at the low-scoring assignments analyzed in study. The fol-
lowing extracts from Texts 8 and 9 illustrate how the student writers evaluate
Chinese and Australian values and behaviours as weaknesses and strengths. As
both these extracts show, certain linguistic choices of evaluation can dominate
longer stretches of text by occupying a dominant position at the beginnings or
endings of texts (Hood 2010; Martin, J. R. & White 2005). In the extract
from Text 8, examples of such dominating evaluations appear at the begin-
ning of the paragraph, where ‘weakness’, an instance of [-judgement: capa-
city], repeated twice, spreads negative axiological charging over meanings
associated with the student’s Chinese values and behaviour, e.g. talking less
and indirect and implicit Chinese team communication. On the other hand,
Australian values and behaviours are evaluated as a ‘strength’ by the student,
which is an instance of [+judgement: capacity] and is associated with working
hard, performing well, being more direct and explicit, and talking more. The
extract from Text 9 draws on similar oppositions where ‘strength’ is associated
with western students through examples such as talking more, contributing
more, and doing more for the team. In contrast, ‘weakness’ condenses
examples such as talking less and humility. The quotes “[t]he cultural differ-
ence between China and Australia made a ‘virtue’ became a ‘weakness’” [Text
8] and “our traditional attitude [humility] becomes a weakness” [Text 9]
from these two extracts are particularly telling of how these students feel
about the cultural expectations placed on them at an Australian university.

[Text 8] The cultural difference between China and Australia made a ‘virtue’
[+judgement: propriety] became a ‘weakness’ [—judgement: capacity].
However, to perform well [+judgement: capacity] in a team, I have to try to
convert this weakness [—judgement: capacity] into strength [+judgement:
capacity]. ... I can work very hard [+judgement: capacity] in a team
although I do not talk a lot [judgement: capacity]. This [+judgement:
capacity] is a kind of integration of Chinese culture into Western culture.
Team communications in Western cultures are usually very direct [+judge-
ment: capacity]| and explicit [ +judgement: capacity] (Brett et al. 2006), and
[team communications] in Chinese culture, they are indirect [judgement:
capacity| and implicit [judgement: capacity]. To integrate this [+judge-
ment: capacity], I would have to try to express myself as direct as I can.

[Text 9] Sometimes, western countries students consider talking more as
contributing more [+judgement: capacity] (which I really cannot agree
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[judgement: capacity], with). They usually like to show how better
[+judgement: capacity] their ideas are and explain what they have done
for the team [+judgement: capacity]. As a result of less talking in the
team, my_contribution will be devaluated [—judgement: capacity]| by
others. Therefore, our traditional attitude [humility] [+judgement: pro-
pricty] becomes a weakness [—judgement: capacity | when working with a
team. ... Therefore, we need to adjust our behavior to match with the
whole team [+judgement: capacity].

As illustrated by Table 3.4, identifying what the students construct as positive
and negative attitudes in their reflective journals enables us to retrieve the
negative axiological charging within the idea that Chinese values are weaknesses

TABLE 3.4 Reinforcing the negative evaluation of the students’ Chinese values and the
positive evaluation of Australian values [Texts 8 and 9]

Text 8

recasting item

evaluated Target
Chinese value + virtue
I + do not talk a lot

weakness
[-judgement: capacity]

Team communications in Chinese culture + indirect

Team communications in Chinese culture + implicit

this virtue + weakness

I perform + well
work very hard

strength

[+judgement: capacity]

integration of Chinese culture into Western culture + this
= work very hard

Team communications in Western cultures + very direct

Team communications in Western cultures + explicit

to integrate + this = direct and explicit team
communications in Western cultures

Text 9

recasting item

evaluated Target

weakness
[-judgement: capacity]

strength

[+judgement: capacity]

less talking in the team + will be devalued

my contribution + will be devalued
our traditional attitude [humility] + becomes a weakness

talking more + contributing more
their = western students’ ideas + better

they = western students + explain what they have done

we + need to adjust our behaviour to match with the
whole team
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in the students’ Australian educational contexts. On the other hand, Australian
values and behaviours are axiologically positively charged as they are constructed
as the ideal values Chinese students feel they are expected to conform to in order
to be successful students.

Similar to the positively charged constellation of Australian and negatively
charged constellation of Asian values constructed in high-scoring reflective
journals, we identified similar ideas in the low-scoring assignments. Low-
scoring student writers also draw on Solomon & Schell’s (2009: 49-50)
intercultural competency framework to analyze their visible behaviours as
well as their invisible values and beliefs. For example, the writer of Text 9,
whose extract we show above, explains that the value of humility, one of
their ‘below-the-surface’ values, influenced their behaviour during the team
work discussed in their assignment. In their reflective journal, the student
links the value of humility to other values such as silence, Confucianism,
conflict avoidance, harmony, and trust. The extracts from Texts 8 and 9
above are particularly telling as they illustrate how cultural values that difter
from Western values are evaluated as weaknesses not only by the local Aus-
tralian students but also by the Asian students themselves. We illustrate the
negatively charged axiological constellation of Chinese values constructed in
Text 9 in Figure 3.5. By concluding that they need to adapt their behaviours
and abandon their own cultural values, low-scoring student writers are clus-
terfucking Asian values similar to their high-scoring peers.

Chinese

conflict
avoidance

values

FIGURE 3.5 Clusterfucking Chinese values in a business reflective journal

Similar clusters of meaning were found in the other low-scoring assign-
ments analyzed for this study. Looking at the instances of Asian values and
behaviours listed in Table 3.5, we can see that most of these qualities would
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TABLE 3.5 Constellations of Chinese values and behaviours in low-scoring assignments
[Texts 7-13]

Text Chinese values and behaviours: —charging

Text 7 face saving, politeness, Confucianism, Taoism, conflict avoidance, respect,
dignity

Text 8 introversion, silence, compromise, listening, history, Confucianism,

benevolence, wisdom, propriety, diligence
Text 9 silence, humility, Confucianism, conflict avoidance, harmony, trust
Text 10 listening, respect, face, dignity, history, Confucianism, propriety

Text 11 respect, patience, harmony, conflict avoidance, modesty, Taoism,
Confucianism, trust

Text 12 respect, listening, cooperation, peace, heroes, folklore, history, guanxi

be typically considered positive characteristics irrespective of culture. Some of
these can be unpacked, for example, 7espect can be unpacked as someone is
respectful to make explicit the positive judgement it encodes. This reveals the
positive evaluation encoded in these kinds of nominalized abstractions. By
identifying these axiologically charged values, we can thus retrieve what the
students construct as Chinese values in the business reflective journal. How-
ever, these students also find themselves and their cultural backgrounds and
the values they grew up with devalued in Australian higher business educa-
tion. As a result, by negatively evaluating these values and their behaviours in
their reflective assignments, they construct negatively charged constellations of
Chinese values and culture.

While the student writers of the high-scoring reflective journals were found
to engage in deficit discourses by stereotyping and othering their peers, the
writers of the low-scoring assignments engage in deficit discourses related to
the ‘self’: they were found to engage in negative self-talk and focused on their
failure in not being able to behave in a way that is expected in an Australian
context of educational culture. From both the high-scoring assignments as
well as the low-scoring and failed assignments it seems that when expecting
students to acquire ‘intercultural competence’, the expectation is for the Asian
students to conform to western culture. Perhaps then this begs the question
whether it was really these students who failed their critical reflection assign-
ments or did the University fail them? We discuss the implications of our
findings and problematize the practice of assessing critical reflection in the
following section.

It's critical: Problematizing the assessment of critical reflection

When we first commenced this research into reflective writing in 2012, we
were concerned about the small number of students being awarded a high
grade and we became interested in uncovering the expectations of ‘success’, in
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other words, the ‘basis of achievement’ (Maton 2014). We collected and
analyzed high-scoring assignments from the fields of social work and business
and conducted interdisciplinary LCT-SFL analyses in order to understand what
knowledge practices and linguistic resources are at stake in successful
demonstrations of critical thinking. From a theoretical perspective, we
advanced research on the knowledge practices of critical thinking: high-scoring
assignments demonstrate the capacity to create semantic waves (Maton 2013)
that weave together context-dependent and context-independent forms of
knowledge, such as empirical cases and abstract concepts, transforming them
into generalizable practices for future contexts (Szenes et al. 2015). Our detailed
linguistic analyses (see e.g. Tilakaratna & Szenes 2017; Szenes & Tilakaratna
2021) have shown that, instead of engaging in ‘creative play’ (Creme 2008),
successful students across disciplines deploy structured and formulaic use of
linguistics resources: high-scoring texts conform to a uniform genre structure
and draw on similar recurring linguistic resources for demonstrating critical
reflection. We also found that high-scoring reflective assignments demon-
strate mastery of constructing axiologically charged clusters of meaning that
align with rather than ‘challenge’ or ‘question’ the disciplinary values of their
academic disciplines (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020).

From a pedagogical perspective, our research could contribute to the
explicit teaching of the highly complex resources that empower students to
produce successful critical reflection assignments. This means deconstructing
the genre structure of successful exemplar texts, modelling how to skilfully use
the ‘right’ kind of linguistic resources for linking subjective experiences to
theoretical frameworks, and exposing students to the ‘cultivated gaze’ of their
academic disciplines, i.e. the ‘prolonged exposure’ (Maton, 2014: 95) to
professional practice. Previously we (Tilakaratna & Szenes 2020: 587) argued
that tertiary “students need to learn, through the use of clusters of axiological
meanings, the axiological cosmologies underlying their disciplines to be able
to demonstrate their capacity for critical self-reflection”. However, after iden-
tifying some ethical concerns of the practice of assessing critical reflection
assignments, we need to ask some critical questions ourselves. Did we simply
identify the parameters of ‘success’ or did we also contribute to reinforcing
the status quo, the dominant approach, the dominant hegemony?

After focusing on the generic structure and linguistic resources of high-
achieving reflective texts, we started paying attention to language and meaning
we considered problematic in both high- and low-scoring assignments. In line
with previous research discussing ethical concerns, in this chapter we high-
lighted some examples we consider problematic examples of demonstrating
‘successful” critical reflection. By drawing on the concepts of clusters and con-
stellations from LCT, we unpacked the axiological clusters that form positively
charged constellations of Australian values and negatively charged constellations
of Chinese values in both high- and low-achieving students’ reflective writing
assignments in Business Studies. Specifically, the high-scoring students explore
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the elements of Australian core culture that influenced their upbringing in
general, and conclude that their negative attitude and behaviour towards their
Asian peers in a multinational teamwork exercise stem from those values. By
producing such axiological constellations in their reflective writing, the high-
achieving business students demonstrated their alignment with western values
and a rejection of Asian values.

Our analyses of the low-scoring business reflective journals show some
similarities. The low-scoring students also aligned themselves with the
theoretical framework of ‘intercultural competency’, which is considered a
skill highly valued in the context of business higher education, and crucial
for becoming a business practitioner capable of working in a multinational
environment. By comparing themselves to their Australian peers, the Chi-
nese students focus almost exclusively on negative self-judgement and their “fail-
ure’ of being capable partners in a multinational team exercise. They also feel
devalued in the Australian business higher education system because of their
cultural heritage, which they construct as a hindrance to their success. Rather
than ‘challenging the status quo’ as claimed in the literature, these students aim
to conform to the Australian educational system and the values of their peers and
align themselves with the framework of ’intercultural competence’ as taught in
their course. This could also be seen as contributing to deficit discourses, an
ethical concern associated with assessing reflective assignments (see e.g. Boud &
Walker 1998; Ghaye 2007; Morley 2007; Marsh 2014), and limiting students’
agency rather than enabling transformative learning. In sum, our analyses of both
the high- and the low-scoring business reflective journals show that demonstra-
tions of success of critical reflection involve clusterboosting Australian values as
opposed to clusterfucking Chinese values, which results in the construction of
deficit discourses of stereotyping and othering as well as negative self-talk and a
focus on “failure’ in the student assignments. This is consistent with the results of
previous research that identified a high level of negativity in western reflective
writing (see e.g. Ghaye 2007; O’Connell & Dyment 2011).

Based on these results, an important question needs to be raised. If these
students justify their prejudices and negative attitudes by citing their inter-
nalized Australian values as the reason, does this count as ‘evidence’ of
acquiring the skills of intercultural competence and is there ‘criticality’ evi-
dent in such ‘reflection’® Research on critical reflection assignments states
that these tasks allow students to ‘transform’ their understandings of dis-
ciplinarity and practice, ‘challenge’ the status quo and ‘emancipate’ them-
selves from institutionalized power. How should we as academics critically
reflect on the requirements of reflective assignments so that these tasks
enable rather than constrain students’ learning to become self-reflective
practitioners? How should we construct these assignments so that they
achieve more than stereotyping, negative self-judgement and a focus on
failure? How can we match our pedagogy to our best intentions to improve
our students’ capacity for ethical reasoning? What if we have uncovered that
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the ‘rules of the game’ — instead of deconstructing existing hierarchies of power —
only serve to reinforce taken for granted ‘regimes of truth’ (e.g. Foucault
1980), i.c. in the context of this Australian business unit, historic assimila-
tionist expectations? What if — instead of being empowered — students from
non-mainstream backgrounds feel disempowered by the reflection process?

It is also worth pointing out that the lower-scoring assignments received
mostly Fails and Passes, with a small number of Credits. It is concerning that
each of these texts were framed around Chinese values, with Confucianism
cited in five out of the six lowest-scoring texts we analyzed. The disconnect
between intentions and university mission statements and the experience
recounted in the business reflective journals is apparent. Ghaye (2007: 159)
points out that “an important ‘intention’ of reflective practice is to improve
what we do”. How does devaluing students’ cultural background and their
feeling disempowered improve student learning and post-graduation profes-
sional behaviour?

Previous research also asked whether journal writing should even be
assessed and suggests that such writing should not be forced upon students
(Brooman & Darwent 2012). Indeed, several studies have highlighted
students’ negative attitude towards reflective assignments in general. These
were often evaluated as ‘tedious and unnecessary’;, ‘busy work’ and ‘just a
nuisance’, ‘superficial’ and not suited to an education setting (see e.g.
Cisero 2006; Mills 2008; McGarr & Moody 2010). Among other reasons
students cited unclear assessment criteria and instructions, the lack of
explicit pedagogy, and their perception that reflective tasks have little to no
relevance to the kind of ‘traditional’ learning they expected to take place at
university (O’Connell and Dyment 2011). In their evaluation of critical
reflection assignments, students also shared their resentment about the
requirement to disclose personal and private matters, which some inter-
preted as being forced to write reflective tasks. The extract by Sinclair
Penwarden (2006: 12) is particularly telling of such perceived coercion:

I remember becoming nauseated when entering the room of a dying
patient and being transported back to the age of 11 when I had
experienced the same smell in my father’s room at the hospice.... My
husband and best friend are the only two people I wish to confide in.
My feelings are private — yet I am expected to frame them in prose
and submit them to my university. I don’t know my lecturers or per-
sonal tutor intimately. What right has anyone to ask for such personal
information, let alone ask that it be graded by a faceless lecturer? As
nurses we respect patient’s rights not to disclose their personal feel-
ings. Yet no such right is afforded to students. I have had reflections
returned with requests for more details about my feelings. I comply
but deeply resent being asked to do so.
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Concluding remarks

In this chapter we set out to critically examine the appropriateness of assessing
critical reflection assignments which often ask students to divulge deeply personal
and ethically sensitive information. Drawing on the LCT concepts of clusters and
constellations, which explore how certain kinds of meanings are grouped together
and reveal belief systems and ideologies, we identified positively charged con-
stellations of Australian values and negatively charged constellations of Chinese
values in both high- and low-scoring business reflective journals. Limitations of
our study include the small size of our dataset from a single unit of study in a single
academic discipline. Although our findings cannot be generalized, our findings
resonate with previous research on the ethical dimension of assessing critical
reflection. This includes a western bias, i.e. the application of taken-for-granted
western understandings of teaching and learning to Asian students, which results
in deficit models of assessing Asian students’ critical thinking skills (e.g. Fook &
Askeland 2007; Tilakaratna et al. 2019). To date, however, very little research
exists on decolonializing critical reflection from western assumptions and biases.

Existing research focuses on, for example, decolonizing critical social work
from neoliberalism (Morley & Macfarlane 2014 ), decolonizing Eurocentric cri-
tical reflection research methodology by including Indigenous perspectives
(Baikie 2020), and empowering students to produce reflective writing that ‘does
not fit typical patterns’ by intentionally enacting an inclusive pedagogy (Martin,
J. L. & Walsh-Marr, this volume). Our research has shown that deficit discourses
around stereotypes and othering as well as negative self-talk and individualistic
ideologies were constructed in the reflective journals. The framework of LCT
was valuable for revealing that both Australian and Asian students engage in cri-
tical reflection through individualistic rather than cooperative ways, which has
enabled us to shed light on the ethical concerns associated with assessing reflec-
tive writing in the context of Australian business higher education. We con-
clude with the recommendation that tertiary institutions need to move
beyond simply uncovering the rules of the game, making expectations visible,
and soliciting confessions through critical reflection (cf. Atkinson 2012; Fejes
& Nicoll 2015), and work towards intentionally decolonizing the practices of
critical reflection and its assessment in order to ensure that it becomes an
cthical, equitable and empowering activity for all students.

Notes

1 Following the labelling conventions presented in Martin, J. R. (2013), the names
of language systems are written as small caps.

2 Attitudinal meanings can be realized through a wide range of grammatical
structures, vocabulary choices and lexical metaphors.

3 The capitalized label “Target’ indicates its use as a function label. This should not be
confused with the LCT concept of target from the Autonomy dimension (Maton
2018).
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4 Since in the high-scoring reflective assignments analyzed for this study the Appraiser
is always the student writer, a separate column demonstrating the source of attitu-
dinal meanings will not be added to the tables illustrating the attitudinal analyses.

5 In SFL the linguistic choices available in a language system that users make selec-
tions from are indicated by square brackets (see Martin, J. R. 2013 for a full
description).
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4

CRITICAL REFLECTION AND CRITICAL
SOCIAL WORK

Describing disciplinary values and knowledge

Sharon Aris

Introduction

Ciritical reflection is a much-championed academic practice across higher
education that is often presented as a university-wide graduate capability
(Bosanquet 2011). It is also widely recognized as a professional skill, including in
social work where it is included within the practice standards of the profession
(c.f. Coulshed & Orme 2012; Australian Association of Social Workers
2013). Empirical studies, focussed on how students learn to be critically
reflective thinkers, have demonstrated that comprehending the complex pro-
cesses involved in critical reflection, is a challenge for most (Ross 2014;
Newcomb et al. 2018), including social work students (Whitaker & Reimer
2017). In addition, research into its professional and pedagogic application
has critiqued this as piecemeal and lacking integration even within disciplines
(Fook et al. 2016), including social work (Fook et al. 2006).

This chapter aims to make explicit the principles underlying the theory and
practice of critical reflection as outlined in social work textbooks, including how
these vary according to the social work tradition being drawn upon. It begins
with an outline of the academic fields that intersect in critical reflection in social
work, including two competing paradigms within this — a conventional ‘indivi-
dual-liberalist’ paradigm and a ‘critical social work® paradigm. It then outlines
the key theories, stances, processes and practices emphasized as constituting
critical reflection. The recontextualization of this knowledge for students in
social work textbooks is then described and analyzed through a close examina-
tion of how critical reflection is described in nine social work textbooks used in
Australian social work courses. This analysis is facilitated using concepts from
the Specialization dimension of Legitimation Code Theory (LCT). This enables
an explicit description and analysis of the textbook principles that underlie
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critical reflection, including key theories to be applied, dispositions to be fos-
tered, practice knowledge to be developed, and particularly in critical social
work, actions to be aimed for. It reveals that critical reflection as outlined to
students requires them to develop both insight into particular social and prac-
tice theories, and also an ‘unsettled’ disposition towards social structures, which
is ultimately purposed toward shifting social workers’ perceptions of their
capacity to act.

Reviewing the literature: Critical reflection in social work

While there is no official definition of critical reflection in social work, the most
widely cited theorist is Jan Fook, who with her colleagues has defined critical
reflection as “the process by which adults identify the assumptions governing
their actions, locate the historical and cultural origins of the assumptions,
question the meaning of the assumptions, and develop alternative ways of
acting” (Fook et al. 2006: 12). In social work education critical reflection is
central to students’ preparation for practice, providing a bridge between the-
ories learned in the classroom and actions of practitioners in the field (Argyis &
Schon 1974; Fook & Gardner 2006; Noble et al. 2016). For social workers
working within the critical tradition, this also includes working towards a social
justice agenda (Briskman et al. 2009; Noble et al. 2016; Hicks & Costello
2023). Discipline-oriented scholarship on critical reflection in social work out-
lines this as a professional practice that is both a theory and a process (Fook &
Gardner 2007; Pockett et al. 2011). But it has also been critiqued as being
notionally imprecise (Brookfield 2009; Gardner 2019) and lacking a theoretical
(Ixer 1999) and empirical basis for practice (Fook et al. 2006).

Scholarship on teaching and learning critical reflection in social work has
focussed on the challenges of teaching this practice and students’ readiness for
learning. Teaching challenges include selecting between differing models for
critical reflection (Carroll 2010; Hickson 2011; Noble et al. 2016), and a lack
of clarity about how to effectively integrate its practice into social work educa-
tion (Gardner 2019). Integrating ‘criticality’ into critical reflection (Theobald et
al. 2017) has been complicated by differing interpretations of what the “critical’
in ‘critical reflection’ encompasses, with meanings variously including ‘analytic,
openness, critique or using critical social theory’ (Theobald et al. 2017). The
latter also intersects with other criticalities and critical practices in social work
including critical theory, reflexivity, and critical social work (Noble et al. 2016;
Webb 2019). Scholarship on student’s ‘readiness’ or ‘preparedness’ to learn
critical reflection has focused on the effects of students’ differing degrees of
personal or emotional maturity (Mezirow & Associates 2000: 11); emotional
intelligence, personality, or unresolved past traumatic experiences (Gardner
2019; Yip 2006); personal histories (Fook & Gardner 2007); gender or cultural
background (Sung & Leung 2006); capacity to see beyond the specifics of a
situation (Giles & Pockett 2012); and degree of professional experience from
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which to draw from in order to engage in the process (Redmond 2006). Such
conceptions situate the learning challenges in learners themselves.

Learning materials aimed at supporting students’ development of critical
reflection skills often generalize both core steps in the process and the sup-
port of students from broad disciplinary areas. For instance, Aveyard, Sharp
& Woolliams (2011) outline six questions for critical thinking in a book
aimed at students in health and social care. But such breadth can obscure
discipline-specific knowledge practices and concerns (Ryan 2013; Morley et
al. 2020). As Tilakaratna & Szenes (2020) have demonstrated, there are
discipline-specific clusters of meanings students are expected to demonstrate
in critically reflective assessment in social work. This suggests generalized
approaches to critical reflection may not be effective for students who lack
the cultivated gaze of their discipline. Greater attention needs to be paid to
the ‘basis of selection’ that defines critical reflection within disciplines, as it is
presented to students. To support the academic success of social work stu-
dents, therefore, a key project is to make the knowledge structures and
practices of critical reflection in social work visible.

The context of critical reflection and critical traditions in
social work

Social work is replete with criticality. In addition to critical reflection there is
critical theory, critical practice, critical thinking, critical analysis and critical
social work. These intersect with other critical practices such as reflexivity and
anti-oppressive practice (Fook et al. 2006; Askeland & Fook 2009: 289;
Brooksfield 2009). To unpick these threads, this section outlines a context for
critical reflection in social work including as it is practiced in the tradition of
critical social work.

Social work is both a discipline and a practice with localized interpreta-
tions (Askeland & Fook 2009). This is illustrated in how it is defined by the
International Federation of Social Workers (2014):

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that
promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the
empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human
rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are central to
social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences,
humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing. The above
definition may be amplified at national and/or regional levels.

That is, as a profession and an academic discipline social work draws from a
varied multi-disciplinary theoretical base to inform a broad range of individual
and collective practices that also has distinct regional variation.
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Mapping has demonstrated social work has more than 250 theories in use
(Fox & Horder 2017: 180), drawing from philosophy, the biological sciences,
sociology, cultural studies, psychological sciences, life sciences, political science
and economics (Chenoweth & McAuliffe 2017; Fox & Horder 2017; Watts &
Hodgson 2019). In social work textbooks these are frequently expressed via
long lists of theories that inform differing practice elements. A key effect is that
a compromise is invariably created between engagement with the breadth of
practice, versus depth of theory, with most texts directing students toward
direct application of specific aspects of known theories and practices (Fox &
Horder 2017: 178) rather than the underlying principles for selection.

Historically and contemporarily, social work is also a contested project with
two key approaches broadly characterized as ‘conventional social work’ and “cri-
tical social work’ (Webb 2019). As Table 4.1 illustrates, conventional social work
draws from liberal-individualism, placing greatest emphasis on individual client
support and favouring what has been characterized as a ‘techno-rationalist’
approach to practice. Critical social work, emerging particularly from Canada and
Australia (Ablett & Morley 2016), draws from intellectual movements focused
on critiquing economic power and political domination, feminism, race theory,
postmodernism and Marxist criticism (Allan 2009; Webb 2019: xxxi). It places a
structural focus on the social and political context in people’s lives (Briskman
et al. 2009: 4), emphasizing a commitment to personal and structural change
(Pease & Nipperess 2016). Central to critical social work are notions that social
work practice should be unsettled, questioning and conducted both ‘outside and
against’ and ‘within and against’ the dominant system (Mullaly 2010), and
committed to the progressive values of justice, equality and emancipation (Webb
2019). In this context, critical reflection is characterized as “a central and defin-
ing concept for critical social work” (Webb 2019: xxxvii) and a key practice for
maintaining this perpetual questioning and critique.

TABLE 4.1 Conventional and critical social work

Knowledge bases & practices in Knowledge bases & practices in

conventional social work critical social work

Positivist Modernist theories — human rights,

Scientific approach Marxism, feminism

Techno-rational Postmodern, post structural, decon-

liberal-individualism structive theories

Individual-oriented practices: Critical theories of the Frankfurt school
Case management Intersectional theories — feminisms,
Psychological, psychoanalytic race-theory, ability & ableism
Strengths-based practice Socialist-collectivist practices:
Evidence-based practice Anti-oppressive practice

Anti-discriminatory practice
Social & institutional change

(compiled from Allan 2009; Brookfield 2009; Briskmann et al. 2009; Ablett & Morley 2016;
Pease & Nipperess 2016; Morley et al. 2019; Webb 2019)
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Critically reflective practice in social work is commonly presented as tracing
from Dewey’s (1933) “active, persistent and careful consideration” of belief in
the face of knowledge (in Fook et al. 2006: 9) in order to gain new under-
standings (Boud et al. 1985), with the purpose of shifting social workers’ self-
perception of their own positionality and role (Boyd & Fales 1983: 100; Webb
2019: xxxvii). Other frequent referents include Socrates, Schon (Argyris &
Schon 1974; Schon 1983, 1987); Foucault, Habermas, Freire, Brookfield, Kely,
Polanyi and Boud (in Redmond 2004; Fook et al. 2006). In critical social work,
criticality becomes imbued in practice through analysis (Tripp 1993: 24-25),
with a particular focus on uncovering and challenging the “power dynamics that
frame both hegemonic assumptions and practice” (Brookfield 2009: 293). There
is an accompanying expectation this will result in social action towards social
justice (Brookfield 2005; Payne 2009).

These factors — social work tradition, the multiplicity of theoretical referents
and implied analytic practices — have significance for the successful enactment of
the practice of critical reflection in social work education. To successfully enact
critical reflection students are expected to draw upon the ‘correct’ range of the-
ories and stances, and cite the ‘correct’ critical traditions which then can be
applied in a reflexive and evaluative process to their own reactions to specific
instances they have experienced in field practice (Noble et al. 2016). However,
social work textbooks have been critiqued for either generating long-lists of the-
ories without explaining these in depth or providing theoretical detail without
explaining the basis of selection (Fox & Horder 2017; Watts 2018). This chapter
analyzes critical reflection as it is presented in social work textbooks in order to
uncover the basis of selection of theories and stances in critical reflection that
students are expected to enact.

Object and method of analysis

To understand the knowledge practices of critical reflection that social work
students are expected to demonstrate, nine social work textbooks and
instructional texts were analyzed to describe the key content and themes
outlined as important for critical reflection (see Table 4.2). Textbooks repre-
sent one of the main opportunities for articulating the cumulative knowledge
in a field and are understood as a place the specific knowledges practices of
social work are selected, interpreted and produced as specific pedagogic dis-
courses (Ephross & Reisch 1982; Bernstein 1990; Tompkins et al. 2000).
They are generally regarded by students as representing authoritative sources
of expert knowledge (Baretti 2016) and are frequently foundational sources
for educators in critical course planning (Kramer et al. 2003).

Analysing a group of textbooks presents an opportunity to describe and
analyze what is most settled in the social work educational field as to the key
principles and practices of critical reflection students must learn. As critical
reflection is enacted across social work curricula and tested through
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TABLE 4.2 Textbooks and instructional texts analyzed

Chenoweth, Lesley & Donna McAuliffe. 2017. The road to social work and human
services practice, 5th edn. Melbourne: Cengage.

Fook, Jan & Fiona Gardner. 2007. Practicing critical reflection: A resource handbook.
Maidenhead, UK & New York: Open University Press.

Gardner, Fiona. 2019. Embedding critical reflection across the curriculum. In Morley,
Christine, Phillip Ablett & Selma Macfarlane (eds.), Engaging with social work: A
critical introduction, 2nd edn. 462—472. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ingram, Richard, Jane Fenton, Ann Hodson & Divya Jindal-Snape. 2014. Reflective
social work practice. Houndmills, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Morley, Christine. 2009. Using critical reflection to improve feminist practice. In June
Allan, Linda Briskman & Bob Peace (eds.), Critical social work: Theories and practices
Sfor a socially just world, 2nd edn. 145-159. Sydney: Allen & Unwin.

Morley, Christine. 2016. Ciritical reflection and critical social work. In Bob Pease,
Sophie Goldingay, Norah Hosken & Sharlene Nipperess (eds.), Doing critical socinl
work: Transformative practices for social justice, 25-38. London: Routledge.

Noble, Carolyn, Mel Gray & Lou Johnston. 2016. Critical supervision for the human
services: A social model to promote learning and value-based practice. London: Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

Pockett, Roselie, Linsey Napier & Roslyn Giles. 2011. Critical reflection for practice.
In Agi O’Hara, & Rosalie Pockett (eds.), Skills for human service practice: Working
with individuals, groups and communities, 2nd edn. 9-19. South Melbourne: Oxford
University Press.

Redmond, B. Bairbre. 2006. Starting as we mean to go on: Introducing beginning
social work students to reflective practice. In Sue White, Jan Fook & Fiona Gardner
(eds.), Critical reflection in health and social care, 213-227. Maidenhead, UK: Open
University Press.

assessment tools including reflective essays, role plays, field diaries, and field
work reports and portfolios, texts were selected to reflect this practice range.
These include textbooks focused on instructing students in reflective practice,
general introductory social work textbooks, and textbooks aimed at educators
with passages on reflective practice.

In textbooks critical reflection is typically outlined in a delineated section or
chapter which introduces it as a practice skill which is then exemplified
through case studies and/or explicated process models for reflection. It may
also be referenced through later chapters which exemplify it through further
case studies or by drawing students’ attention to occasions it would be
appropriate to use. This study analyzes this at a meso level where clusters of
related skills and understandings are described (Frey 2018). This was under-
taken using a content analysis of key knowledges, dispositions and processes of
critical reflection in the selected texts. This was coded through an inductive
open coding method, with thematic groups clustered together and described.
This was then deductively coded using the LCT relations of epistemic relations
and social relations (see below). The selected themes, passages, and quotes
outlined in Findings are derived directly from social work textbooks, with the
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textbooks in which a particular element is emphasized listed as references. The
quotations reported are referenced according to their original sources.

Analytic forms: Specialization

This chapter uses concepts from the Specialization dimension of LCT to
describe and analyze the principles that underlie critical reflection in social
work textbooks. LCT is a sociological framework for researching forms of
social practice, including academic and professional practices (Maton 2014,
2016; Maton & Chen 2020). The framework presents several sets of concepts
or ‘dimensions’. The Specialization dimension explores how knowledge and
knowers are articulated within practices. It is centred on the concepts of
epistemic relations and social relations.

Specialization begins from the simple notion that practices are about or
oriented towards something and by someone. This points to an analytical dis-
tinction between: epistemic relations between practices and that part of the world
towards which they are oriented; and social relations between practices and
whomever is enacting those practices. In terms of knowledge claims, these rela-
tions are realized as: epistemic relations between knowledge and its proclaimed
objects of study; and social relations between knowledge and its authors or sub-
jects. These relations highlight questions of what can be legitimately described as
knowledge and who can claim to be a legitimate knower. Knowledge claims may
place more (+) or less (—) emphasis on epistemic relations and on social relations
as the basis of legitimacy. In this study epistemic relations are recognized as the
citation of theories, theoretical constructions, and descriptions of models and
processes. Social relations are recognized as work aimed at shaping dispositions,
judgments, values and a creative imagination.

As Figure 4.1 illustrates, when brought together the strengths of epistemic
relations and social relations generate specialization codes (ER+/—, SR+/-)
that are mapped on a Cartesian plane. This generates four principal codes:
knowledge codes (ER+, SR-), where emphasis is placed on knowledge prac-
tices, but dispositions are relatively unimportant; knower codes (ER—, SR+),
where knowledges are relatively unimportant but knower practices including
dispositions and values are important; élite codes (ER+, SR+), where both
knowledge practices and knower practices are important; and relativist codes
(ER~-, SR-), where neither is important (Maton 2016: 243).

Ciritically reflective elements in the social work textbooks analyzed include
theoretical references and stances, process models and examples, attitudes and
values. The findings below outline and analyze these depictions, first in rela-
tion to forms of critical knowledge including critical theories and processes.
The degree of emphasis on this knowledge is conceptualized as strengths of
epistemic relations. Then, the degree of emphasis on reflective forms of
knowing, embodied as reflective dispositions and values, are conceptualized as
strengths of social relations. These are brought together to describe the
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FIGURE 4.1 Specialization codes
Source: Adapted from Maton (2014: 30)

specialization code revealed. Then the relationship between these forms is
described and analyzed by examining how knowledge practices are put to
work in the critical incident model operati