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Reflection on teaching and epistemological structure:

Reflective and critically reflective processes of academic teachers in ‘pure/soft’ and ‘pure/hard’ fields

Two dominant themes in the higher education teaching literature are ‘disciplinary variation’ (Becher, 1989) and ‘reflective practice’ (Beaty, 1998); however, empirical studies investigating the relationship between the two are scarce. The existing literature provides some insights into these linkages, particularly at the level of formal inquiry into teaching and learning (Huber & Morreale, 2002) but leaves unanswered the question of how academics from different disciplines engage in reflective practice.  The value attributed to the notion of ‘reflective practice’ stems from the widely acknowledged view that reflection on teaching experience contributes to the development of more sophisticated conceptual structures (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1993), which in turn lead to enhanced teaching practice and eventually, it is hoped, to improved student learning.
We explored the extent to which academics from different epistemological camps engage in those reflective processes that have been found to be conducive to the development of more sophisticated conceptions (Mezirow, 1991). Given the on-going debate around the appropriate degree of discipline-specificity and generality in educational development provision (Grace et al, 2004; Jenkins 1996), there is a need to better understand which types of reflective processes arise more naturally in which disciplines.
We build and elaborate on our earlier work on reflection on teaching and highlight parallels and differences with that of colleagues. Data were collected through interviews with forty academics and analyzed in two ways: first, according to different levels and domains of reflection and second, according to the instrumental, communicative and  emancipatory nature of learning underlying the activities participants reported pursuing when engaged in reflection. Observed differences are discussed for their theoretical implications as well as their relevance for educational development.
We propose that through day to day reflective processes academic teachers are invited to consider questions that, to an extent, can be inquired into through instrumental approaches but eventually will necessitate communicative ones.  Building on these day to day communicative learning approaches for the purpose of more formal inquiry, however, will likely entail serious negotiations over ‘conceptions of knowledge’ (Brew 2006). Long-held conceptions over what constitutes acceptable evidence in research , and by extension educational research, might discourage some fields from inquiring more formally into core beliefs as well as educational goals and purposes as these are less easily explored through instrumental approaches.
It has been proposed that the scholarship of teaching has a transformational agenda (Huber and Hutchings 2005; Kreber 2005) placing a strong emphasis also on the emancipatory dimension in development and innovation.  Perhaps more than anything this study shows that there are a good many academics who are prepared to ask questions that challenge core beliefs about teaching, learning, and educational purpose, and, one might add, not only in pure/soft fields.
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