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ECRPL 2023 proceedings: Editorial

Marianne Georgsen & Susanne Dau

In this volume, we present the contributions accepted for the Second Europe-
an Conference on Reflective Practice-based Learning (RPL), November 2023. 
ECRPL is a network for educators, researchers, and practitioners to join in fur-
ther explorations of current practices of RPL in higher education and profes-
sional practices. The educational landscape of higher education is continuously 
challenged. New technologies, especially artificial intelligence large language 
models, are challenging teaching, learning and assessment procedures. Emerg-
ing technologies are continuously developed and implemented in private and 
public companies and there is an ongoing change of competencies relevant to 
the labour market. These tendencies call for educating more reflective resilient 
professionals with agency, that can make in situ professional judgments and 
actions. Professionals who can meet changes with an ethical, analytical, critical, 
and reflective approach coupled with authentic situations.

Moreover, attention to problems of recruitment and retention of students is 
one of the main societal challenges that higher education faces, as the labour 
market needs highly qualified professionals.  Retention is found to be closely 
related to periods of transition during education. At the same time, many stu-
dents are suffering from mental health problems. More than ever, these chal-
lenges call for contemporary research studies addressing the role of reflective 
practice, collaborative teaching and learning activities, and scaffolding of stu-
dents’ learning pathways in and across theory and practice.

Reflective practice-based learning is a recent contribution to the educa-
tional field, drawing on the theoretical legacy of (among others) Dewey, Kolb 
and Schön, thus emphasising experience, thinking and action as key concepts 
underpinning reflective practice-based learning. RPL presents itself as an un-
derstanding of teaching and learning with an immanent focus on promoting 
reflection as part of the learning experience. RPL is particularly suited for pro-
fessional practice and education, thus suggesting an approach to the ever-rele-
vant relationship between theory and practice. ECRPL 2023 hopes to facilitate 
the sharing of ideas, research results and experiences with similar initiatives in 
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other institutions, as well as theory, practice, development of and designs for 
reflective-based teaching and learning in higher education.

The overall themes of ECRPL 2023 include:

• Connecting theory and practice in education
• Integration of professional practices in teaching and learning activities
• Technologies in education and professional practice
• The role of reflection in professional practices and how to educate to-

wards this.

The focus of this year’s conference is research and practice which address aspects 
such as transformative learning, lifelong learning, professional decision-mak-
ing, and pedagogy, including cases and examples highlighting e.g., digital tech-
nologies, collaboration, design patterns and signature pedagogy. Also, aspects 
of reflective practice-based teaching and learning such as feedback, collabora-
tion, project- and casework, have been included in the programme.

Keynote Franziska Trede is a Higher Education and Professional Practice Pro-
fessor at the University of Technology in Sydney. Her talk addresses “The Sig-
nificance of Human Agency in Times of Disruption: Exploring the Characteristics 
of the Deliberate Professional”. In her keynote, she stresses the importance of 
active and purposeful becoming in times of uncertainty and complexity where 
pandemics and artificial intelligence have disrupted the way we teach, learn, 
assess, work and live. Franziska Trede emphasises that people possess both eth-
ical and critical consciousness and the ability to make professional judgments 
and changes. She reveals four characteristics of the deliberate professional and 
the role of human agency within the curriculum, classroom, and workplace to 
advance a future practice-based education which prepares everybody for an 
uncertain, complex, and connected world of work.

Keynote Merete Wiberg is an MA in philosophy and music and a PhD in phi-
losophy of education at the Danish School of Education at Aarhus University 
in Aarhus. Her talk addresses “Educational Theory: A Laboratory for Expecta-
tions and Hope”. In her keynote, she discusses how educational theories are 
essential for upholding reflection in and on practice. Merete Wiberg empha-
sizes the normative content of educational theories and their role as laborato-
ries for expectations and hope based on a perspective of educational theory as 
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world-changing. Her perspectives on educational theories are metaphorically 
described as furrows, tracks, paths, and roads in the educational landscape. She 
stresses that theories change the educational landscape. Merete Wiberg finds 
that reflective practice deals with educational theory in two ways: 1) As imple-
mented in practice, leaving traces in practice, and 2) As different from practice 
and, therefore, existing in reflective dialogue.

Keynote Stine Bylin Bundgaard is a PhD in learning, networks and co-cre-
ation between education and professional practice at the Department of Social 
Education at the University College of Northern Denmark. Her talk addresses 
“Reflection and pathways of lifelong learning”. In her keynote talk, she approach-
es lifelong learning as a concept which combines the individual with the col-
lective learning communities, and as a process, which incorporates both the 
individual as well as general learning methods. Stine Bylin Bundgaard stress-
es that reflective practice-based learning (RPL) is an experience-based and 
process-oriented learning platform, which is constituted by concepts such as 
meaning formation, transfer, wonder, identity formation and reflexivity con-
tributing to the professionalism of educators in an ongoing learning environ-
ment and to learning communities inside and outside formal educational and 
organisational contexts.

The response to this year’s call for contributions has confirmed that there is a 
growing interest in the topic of reflective-based teaching and learning in higher 
education. Thus, we are happy to present an inspiring programme with eleven 
full papers, three short papers, and seven posters. As many as seven full papers 
fall under the theme of Connecting theory and practice in education, with an 
even distribution of one to three papers under the remaining three themes. The 
contributions accepted into the programme, come from five university colleges 
in Denmark as well as one university in Sweden. As many contributions are 
the result of collaborative efforts, we are happy to acknowledge a total of 51 
contributing authors for this year’s conference programme. Furthermore, we 
would like to thank the many dedicated reviewers, who have helped us secure 
the high quality of the conference programme. Your contribution to this grow-
ing research community is much appreciated.
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How four EU-countries develop a course that 
improves the students’ digital skills 

Anna Marie Lassen, Diana Schack Thoft, Ingrid Jepsen 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract
Technology is an indispensable part of the healthcare system in European 
countries; however, research indicates that healthcare staff skills are not updat-
ed to address how to use technologies in collaboration with patients. There is 
still a lack of implementation of relevant technology and a lack of skills to re-
flect on the use of technology in relation to their professional practice. Working 
with technology in real scenarios will familiarize students with technology, lose 
the fear of new technology, gain more knowledge on how to integrate patients’ 
needs in the use of technology.

The aim of this 3-year Erasmus+ project (Tech2Match) is to provide health-
care students with digital skills and competences so that they can carry out 
their professional work with the technologies. And develop teachers’ expertise 
in creating, planning, describing, and testing new digital learning approaches. 
Methods used are literature search, focus group interview with stakeholders in 
the 4 countries, and testing set up in the 4 countries.

The project will therefore develop blended learning and scenarios in real 
life to meet the students’ learning needs. An online MOOC will also be de-
veloped to contribute to digitization in education in a sustainable way. The 
ADDIE model is part of the development of the teaching process, with a par-
ticular focus on online teaching. In addition, the starting point is Reflective 
Practice-Based Learning.

The result of the Erasmus+ project is a fully developed and tested teaching 
course that aims to develop new and unique digital pedagogy for higher health 
education institutions.

Keywords
Digital skills, European healthcare students, Learning 
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Immersive spaces for participation and 
collaborative reflection

Lucas Paulsen1,2, Susanne Dau2, Jacob Davidsen1  
1Aalborg University, 2University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract 
Newly qualified teachers often feel unprepared to engage in professional prac-
tice after completing their educational training. One of the key challenges in 
this transition is the complexity of classroom management (Klassen & Chiu, 
2010)teacher characteristics (gender and teaching level. Existing solutions to 
this challenge, such as co-teaching, are perceived as valuable, but are often lim-
ited by the fact that they occur in real-time, leaving less room for reflection 
between teachers. There is thus a need to create spaces in which teachers can 
reflect upon their practices, while maintaining a strong connection to what ac-
tually happened, and not just the teachers’ perception of it. Video technology 
has a long history within teacher training for creating such spaces. Most vid-
eo-based teaching evaluation however uses 2D video, which does not fully cap-
ture the spatial complexity of a classroom (Gaudin & Chaliès, 2015). 360-de-
gree video recordings can capture this spatial complexity, but in order to fully 
utilise the recordings, they must then also be viewed in an immersive environ-
ment and not on a flat screen. Immersive Virtual Reality allows for playback of 
this nature, giving teachers the ability to not just observe, but feel presence in 
the video recording, due to the immersive mediation through Head-Mounted 
Displays. 

While most VR applications for professional training are concerned with 
simulated and individual scenarios (Radianti et al., 2020), our collaborative 
360VR approach allows teachers to collectively re-immerse themselves into any 
recording of their own classroom, making it possible to pause any given situa-
tion in the classroom in order to collaboratively analyse and reflect on the situa-
tion. The collaborative reflection is then ‘on-action’ (Schön, 1983), but strongly 
connected to the actual practice of the newly qualified teacher through the feel-
ing of presence. The aim of engaging in this collaborative reflection upon the 
practice of the newly qualified, is to train the professional judgement (Dau & 
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Nielsby, 2021), making the newly qualified teachers better prepared to navigate 
the complexity of classroom management.

The poster will present our preliminary work, exploratively interviewing 
pre-service- and newly qualified teachers in order to identify challenges re-
garding classroom management in the transition from education to practice, 
and the role of reflection in attending to these challenges. The preliminary work 
points towards designing immersive spaces which afford participation and col-
laborative reflection – spaces in which newly qualified teachers can reflect upon 
their practice together with colleagues, preparing the newly qualified teachers 
for engaging with the profession.

Keywords
Reflective Practice-based Learning, Virtual Reality, Classroom management, 
Teacher training, Collaborative learning
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Blended Learning Design within the 
Framework of Reflective Practice-based 
Learning

Liliyana Makarova Jørsfeldt  
University College of Northern Denmark  

Abstract
This paper aims to draw on the experiences of designing and implementing a 
blended learning course for the professional bachelor’s program in Export and 
Technology Management at the University College of Northern Denmark. 

While existing literature on blended learning primarily focuses on tech-
nological advancements, this research takes a pedagogical and didactical ap-
proach to analyse and explain the underlying principles of the course design. 
Additionally, this study adopts a Design-Based Research (DBR) approach, 
which combines theoretical development with practical improvements in re-
al-life educational contexts.

The methodology of Design-Based Research was chosen, and mixed meth-
ods were employed to collect and analyse data. Specifically, data were gathered 
through participatory observation, focus-group interviews, and a survey con-
ducted in 2023. Acknowledging the iterative nature of the DBR methodology, 
a subsequent study is planned for a new cohort of students in 2024, aiming to 
enhance the generalizability of the research outcomes.

The research findings, both qualitative and quantitative, indicate that the on-
line component of the learning process (McGraw Hill Learning Platform Con-
nect) enhances students’ foundational knowledge and subsequently facilitates 
the integration of theory and practice through reflective exercises during class-
room instruction. Your text should be an explicit summary of your poster that 
states the problem, the methods used, and the major results and conclusions. 
Be sure to adhere to the word limitation for the text (maximum 400 words). 
Please make sure your text has been proofread before submission.
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How to include online students in on-live and 
hybrid company visits off-campus through 
Microsoft Teams?

Lars Falk 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract 
The following abstract aims to frame and highlight the challenges and proposed 
solution related to online teaching during off-campus company visits through 
Microsoft Teams at the AP programme Service, Hospitality and Tourism Man-
agement at University College of Northern Denmark (UCN). This study will 
result in a poster presentation at the 2nd ECRPL2023 conference in November 
2023.

Since 2015 the abovementioned AP degree programme at UCN have been 
offered as a 100% online education based on recordings from the onsite class-
es on-campus (UCN, 2022). In 2022 the programme decided to change that 
format, and dedicate specific lecturer resources to online student time, which 
means that all classes in the online programme is now offered both live (ded-
icated to the online students solely) and as a recording. Shifting to a different 
format have challenged the technical setup especially in relation to company 
visits off-campus.

In this work’s incipient phase several known technical challenges related to 
previous online company visits off-campus have been identified and taking into 
consideration in the new setup. 
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Table 1. Known challenges related to online company visits off-campus.

To overcome these challenges a new technical setup (including manuals and 
training of the lecturers) has been developed and tested off-campus in the pe-
riod November to December 2022. The results and further actions are to be 
presented in a poster. In addition, the theoretical concepts of hybrid teaching 
(Hilli, Aaen & Nørgård, 2019), reflective practice-based learning (Horn Et. al, 
2020) and the learning circle by Kolb (1984) will be discussed and included in 
the poster.

Table 2. Transportable Ipad setup, including attachable and handhold microphones, 
Ipad and tripod.

Keywords 
Online students, RPL, MS Teams, Hybrid, Off-campus 
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Reflection, learning and extended cognition. 
Neuro-pedagogical perspectives on reflection 
and learning

Anni Mortensen, Merete Sand, Charlotte Thomsen 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract
In what way can a neuropedagogical approach qualify and develop RPL didac-
tics, with special attention to the body and the relationship in reflection and 
learning processes?

The 3rd generation of cognition neuroscience incorporates completely that 
there is a link between what happens in us as human beings and what happens 
in our surroundings. Our reactions are therefor based on what happens in our 
surroundings.

Previous experiences in learning situations are stored in the body, mean-
while as unconscious knowledge. This bodily knowledge can play out as self-ef-
ficacy, but it can also be painful experience and a story of failure and defeat. In a 
neuropedagogical perspective on learning, the body becomes the link between 
what happens in the brain and the outside world – mediated via somatic mark-
ers.

Learning is more than cognition and verbal expressions and is neither in the 
brain nor in the outside world but rooted in the relationship. Neuropedagogy 
thus sits midway between the theoretical map and the practical landscape and 
offers a lantern with light at both ends. 

The project is methodologically based on the principles of Design-Based 
Research (DBR).  Methodical based on portfolio in connection with quality 
assurance and participant observation.

It is the teacher and the didactics that exemplarily ”tie it all together”, which 
requires adaptability and reflection on one’s own practice and a break with hab-
its. Shifting one’s attention to the habits requires several sets of eyes. The extra 
eyes are obtained based on collegial observation and sparring to qualify the 
action skills and reflection on one’s own practice. In a neuropedagogical per-
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spective, there are no clear answers, but new hypotheses arise along the way, so 
the didactic gaze will constantly change.

Keywords
Neuropedagogical, extended cognition, didactics, cognitive neuroscience
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Ideas on how to support the relation between 
theory and practice  

Rina Juel Kaptain, Jacob Østergaard Madsen, Anna Marie Lassen and Kristina 
Tomra Nielsen 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract
Transfer of learning from an academic setting to clinical practice and vice versa 
is described as a challenge. Consequently, how to best support the relationship 
between theory and practice within occupational therapy education has been 
subject of both research and educational discussions. The occupational therapy 
education is influenced by the shared interplay between students, lecturers, and 
fieldwork educators. Synthesizing knowledge on factors influencing the rela-
tion between theory and practice, from their shared perspective, is therefore 
important during the process of planning the occupational therapy education. 
Yet, this knowledge appears sparse and remains open for investigation. The aim 
of this study is therefore, to identify, organize and prioritize ideas on how to 
support the relation between theory and practice in occupational therapy ed-
ucation. 

Group Concept Mapping (GCM) was applied involving six phases: prepar-
ing, generating ideas (brainstorming), structuring statements (sorting and rat-
ing importance), analyses, interpreting the map (validation) and utilization 
(developing a conceptual model). The phases involved both face-to-face ses-
sions and online participation. Occupational therapy students, lecturers, and 
fieldwork educators participated. 

A total of n=24 students, n=8 lecturers and n=8 field work educators partic-
ipated in generating ideas at face-to-face sessions. They generated n=187 ideas. 
After removing redundant and unclear ideas n=123 unique ideas remained.  

Participants have just completed online structuring of statements. Analyses 
and interpretation will take place in December 2022 and January 2023. 

The results will provide important knowledge for use during the process of 
planning and developing the occupational therapy education. 
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Reflekzonen – the collaborative development 
of RPL in innovative learning spaces

Inge-Kathrine Petersen, Mogens Larsen Stenderup, Maria Larsen-Zarechnova, 
Ditte Vejby Schou, Anja Emilie Madsen 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract
Collaborative processes framed through the exploration of reflective prac-
tice-based learning’s theoretical basis and pedagogical innovation theory are 
presented to exemplify how our interdisciplinary project team has approached 
the development of reflective practice-based learning in physical learning spac-
es. The project on which the poster is based seeks to manifest RPL physically to 
activate experience, thinking, and action in a student-initiated learning space. 
The project will develop RPL in the space “Reflekzonen”, which is a part of the 
UCN Innovation House.

Based on divergent educational culture and practice, understood as the 
many disciplines that UCN educates for, and reflective practice-based learn-
ing as a potentially convergent meeting point in these educational cultures and 
practices, the poster is about how we in the interdisciplinary project team have 
methodically worked to move from divergent professional starting points for a 
more convergent understanding of educational development in physical spaces 
based on RPL and innovation.

Specifically, the poster outlines the work processes that we in the interdis-
ciplinary project team have gone through in developing RPL in the physical 
learning space. It is an emergent process, where we have used the social inno-
vation theory; Theory U by Otto Scharmer as a process framework for collab-
oration.

The poster aims to exemplify methodological approaches to interdiscipli-
nary collaboration, where reflective practice-based learning and pedagogical 
innovation enrich the collaboration process. The poster seeks to convey how 
we have worked with RPL and innovation through processes that are based on 
elements from “Experience, thinking, and action” and Theory U.
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A systematic review of concepts related to 
reflective practice-based learning with a focus 
on theoretical positions

Camilla Gyldendahl Jensen, Marianne Georgsen, Susanne Dau 
University College of Northern Denmark

Abstract
Reflective practice-based learning (RPL) is a newly arising approach to teach-
ing and learning within emerging ways of understanding learning, drawing on 
theoretical positions and epistemological perspectives such as constructivism, 
social constructivism, and socio-cultural theory. Common to these theoreti-
cal positions and concepts is the fact that learning is seen as linking theory 
and practice for the learner. Hence, RPL is part of a human and social sci-
ence tradition in which learning is understood as more than merely acquiring 
knowledge. This means that action and thinking are interdependent and are 
closely linked to and situated in transactions between individuals and their en-
vironment through experimenting with authentic, real-world problems in the 
learning environment. In this paper, we present a literature review which aims 
to investigate the appearance of the core elements of RPL in scientific, peer-re-
viewed publications in both Danish and international journals. Thus, a system-
atic literature review is centred around mapping the key concepts of reflection, 
practice and theory, following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines. The subsequent 
analysis of the findings in the review reveals significant differences between 
local (Danish) vs international interpretations and the use of RPL or similar 
concepts. Based on this, the paper also outlines knowledge gaps to be addressed 
in future research. Based on the systematic literature review, the article presents 
an overview of how the central concepts of theory, practice and reflection are 
defined and applied in the literature.

Keywords
Literature review, Theoretical positions, Reflective practice-based learning, Sig-
nature pedagogies
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Introduction
The legislative documents for Danish professional study programmes describe 
how the programme qualifies the graduate for a specific profession through the 
combination of and connection between theory and practice through reflection 
(e.g. Retsinformation, 2015, 2016). However, a simplistic understanding of the 
concepts of theory and practice reduces nuances in how theory and practice 
are seen as more than the individual’s effort to combine the two (Buch, in press; 
Dau, in press).

The question of how to conceptualize theory and practice through reflection 
and the relationship between the concepts has been studied for centuries and is 
continually discussed (Buch, 2021; Haastrup et al., 2013, Johansen & Frederik-
sen, 2013, Saugstad, 2001, 2003). Aristotle’s descriptions of techné/poiesis and 
episteme/theoria have, together with the concept of phronesis/praxis, been the 
foundation of numerous descriptions of the differences between theory and 
practice. In these descriptions, the concept of practice is related both to actions 
(techne’s activity form) and the performance of an ethically founded judgement 
(phronesis’ activity form) (Nielsen & Dau, 2009). Thus, Aristotle differentiates 
the properties of theory and practice (Aristoteles, 1995).

However, the research literature does not seem to address the intersection 
between and combination of reflection, theory and practice to the same de-
gree: many sources primarily link reflection to practice and learning but do not 
investigate the role of theory in the reflective process. Reflective practice and 
reflection as concepts are related mainly to the experiences of the individual or 
the collective. Studies confirm that reflection plays a role in the meaning-mak-
ing of complex practices and that it seems to enable learning. For example, 
reflection and reflective thinking are shown to enhance deep learning (Mann et 
al., 2009). Reflective practice is thus connected to professional learning and is 
regarded as a fundamental part of competence development and qualifying for 
professional practices (Watts, 2019).

A study of the various theoretical applications of the core concepts of an ap-
proach to learning is useful when it comes to grasping its epistemological stance 
and, for instance, its inherent understanding of the individual, the concept of 
knowledge, etc. However, when one wants to use a theoretical understanding 
of learning as the basis for the teaching and development of educational pro-
grammes and activities, it becomes necessary to develop an understanding of 
the pedagogical implications of the theoretical approach. Teaching activities 
based on reflective practice-based learning (RPL) as described and defined by 
Horn et al. (2020, 2021) focus on ways of transforming students’ intuitive un-
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derstanding of practice into a systematic and theory-based understanding of 
the professional domain, as well as creating teaching and learning activities in 
which the challenges, tasks, culture, etc. of the professional domain become 
recognisable to the student. To move beyond simplistic dualism of the pivotal 
pair of concepts that comprise the theory-practice relationship, and to develop 
the specifics of RPL compared to similar approaches to teaching and learning, a 
deeper understanding of similarities and differences is useful. In this paper, we 
present a study of recent research literature dealing with this topic. The guiding 
research question is:

How are theory and learning conceptualized in reflective practice and what 
are the theoretical foundations of and similarities with other constructivist 
pedagogical approaches within higher education?

In the following, a general description of the research method and thus the 
use of PRISMA 2020 guidelines in the literature review is elaborated. We then 
present an analysis of the findings, aiming to show how different pedagogi-
cal approaches deal with the question of a theory-practice relationship com-
pared to RPL. The analysis is structured around three core concepts that all 
approaches included have in common: reflection, practice, and theory. Based 
on the analysis, we present an overview of five main pedagogical approaches 
(signature pedagogies) and how they compare on a linguistic level. In the con-
clusion, we sum up the main findings from the study and point to identified 
knowledge gaps and the need for further research to strengthen the concept of 
RPL and teaching based on this approach.

Research Method
Based on key concepts concerning the nature of RPL, a systematic literature 
review was conducted, following PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021). 
The aim was to investigate and describe an overview of the research, potential 
knowledge gaps, and the status of the field in broader terms.

The theme for the literature review points to articles with a focus on reflec-
tive practices in education, teaching, and learning. The fundamental question 
to be answered is how the theory-practice relationship is treated in the research 
literature, and how the concept of reflection appears and is applied. The litera-
ture study was carried out based on searches both in Danish and in internation-
al databases such as ProQuest, Scopus, Bibliotek.dk, Google Scholar, UC Viden 
and university research portals based on the following keywords.
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Table 1: Keywords used in the search relating to reflective practice in education, 
teaching and learning

Danish keywords English keywords

refleksiv 
praksislæring (som 

frase)
reflek* (refleksiv, 

reflektere, 
reflekterende)

prak* (praksis, 
praktik)

reflective practice 
based learning (as 

phrase)
reflec* (reflexive, 
reflect, reflective)

prak* (practice, 
internship)

teor* (teori, 
teoretisk)

læring*
undervisning*
uddannelse*
videregående 

uddannelse (som 
frase)

theor* (theory, 
theoretical)

learning*
education*
education*

higher education 
(as a phrase)

Based on the selected keywords, searches were carried out for publications that 
examine and articulate how the theory-practice relationship is treated in re-
search, and how the concept of reflection appears and is used. Different combi-
nations of search strings were prepared based on the selected keywords. 

Searches were thus made quite explicitly through the following search strings.

Table 2: Search strings based on combinations of keywords
Danish search strings

”refleksiv praksislæring”
reflek* and teor* and prak*
reflek* and teor* and prak* and (læring* or undervisning* or uddannelse*) 
teori praksis læring OR undervisning OR ”videregående uddannelse”
”faglig refleksion” teori praksis læring OR undervisning OR ”videregående 
uddannelse” 
(refleksiv OR reflekterende) AND (praktik OR praksis) AND teori AND (læring 
OR uddannelse OR undervisning)
prak* teor* reflek* uddannelse*
(læring* OR uddannelse* OR undervisning*) AND prak* AND reflek*
(læring* OR uddannelse* OR undervisning*) AND teori-praksis 
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English search strings
”reflective practice-based learning”
reflection* and theory* and practice*
reflec* and theor* and prac* and (learning* or teaching* or education*)
theory practice learning OR teaching OR ”higher education”
”professional reflection” theory practice learning OR teaching OR ”higher 
education”
(reflexive OR reflective) AND practice AND theory AND (learning OR education 
OR teaching)
prac* theor* reflec* education*
(learning* OR education* OR teaching*) AND practice* AND reflection*
(learning* OR education* OR teaching*) AND theory-practice

The search included contemporary articles published between 2000 and 2022. 
The search strings that generated results were compiled into a final search pro-
tocol for each of the selected databases. Based on the searches, a total of 512 
publications that met the selected search criteria were found. Of the 512 publi-
cations, 200 were selected for full-text evaluation based on their abstracts and 
an assessment of the degree of peer review and the publication channel.

In each evaluation round, the inclusion of articles was based on the following 
criteria: 1) the article must focus on higher education or learning in relation to 
professional practices; 2) there is a central focus on one or more of the follow-
ing concepts: reflection, practice, RPL or theory. Articles dealing with learning 
that takes place outside the realms of a profession without an educational per-
spective were excepted.
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Figure 1. Results of the searches and subsequent process of selection including publi-
cations screened on headline level, abstract level and fulltext. 

Processing of the data is based on a descriptive approach, which involves a 
summary presented through graphs, tables and numerical values to visualize 
and map the findings. The descriptive data are discussed in the analysis against 
the main research question of the study.

Discussion and Analysis
The literature review revealed that an array of pedagogical approaches deals 
with the question of a theory-practice relationship (see Figure 2 below). They 
all share the same theoretical foundation; however, the articulation of the theo-
ry-practice relationship and how the concept of reflection appears varies great-
ly. To capture and focus this discussion, the analysis selects four well-estab-
lished educational approaches or pedagogical models, namely problem-based 
learning (PBL), inquiry-based learning (IBL), challenge-based learning (CBC), 
and reflective practice (RP), and compares these to RPL. The four approaches 
have several common traits and at first sight, they are easily compared. They all 
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appear in an educational context within higher education; they are grounded 
in constructivist educational theory; they indicate pedagogical guidelines. Fur-
thermore, they are well described in the literature and appear across education-
al domains. In the following, they are also referred to as signature pedagogies.

Figure 2: An array of pedagogical approaches dealing with the theory-practice relati-
onship.

The identified signature pedagogies are all based on constructivist theories 
of learning which emphasize the importance of students actively construct-
ing their knowledge through engagement with their environment. They draw 
on epistemological perspectives related to, for example, constructivism, social 
constructivism, and socio-cultural theory, where learning is understood as 
emerging in the intersection between theory and practice. Within this field, 
pragmatism in particular—and thus the theoretical legacy of form example, 
Dewey, Schön and Kolb—has inspired several positions. Hence, RPL is part of 
a human and social science tradition that understands learning as something 
more than just the acquisition of knowledge (Bunt & Gouws, 2020; Kumpu-
lainen et al., 2019; Lepp & Fierke 2017; Moseley & Connolly 2021; Rämö et al., 
2021; Scholkmann, 2020; Thomassen & Stentoft, 2020). The publications in-
cluded in the literature review thus highlight the importance of creating active 
and reflective learning environments where students are encouraged to engage 
with real-world problems and construct their knowledge through processes of 
reflection and inquiry.

Regardless of linguistic definitions, there are similarities between the differ-
ent theoretical positions. The interpretation of Dewey’s ideas about experiential 
learning manifests itself in different ways. RPL, for example, is based on a cou-
pling of the concepts of experience, thinking and action through exploration 
(Horn et al., 2021; Jensen, 2020). This approach to learning involves learning 
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from practice through reflection. It is a process in which students reflect upon 
teleoaffective structures to consider normative beliefs and apply their best 
professional judgment to develop practice. This is done based on theory and 
experiences from practice. RP is more concerned with how the practitioners 
reflect on their practice and consider what they could have done differently 
or better. It involves a continuous process of evaluating and improving one’s 
practice and is a common approach within healthcare education. PBL is more 
concerned with an experiential approach through problem identification (Da-
vidsen & Konnerup, 2016), and IBL is explicitly based on inquiry processes: it 
is focused on exploring questions and problems and finding answers to them 
through investigation. This means that learning happens through investigation 
and discovery (Aditomo et al., 2013; Dewey, 1933). In CBL, the question or 
problem is replaced by challenges (Baloian et al., 2006; Gallagher & Savage, 
2020). This approach to learning is close to PBL, but instead of focusing on spe-
cific problems, it focuses on global challenges such as the environment, health 
and sustainability.

Thus, the primary differences between these approaches to learning are that 
IBL and PBL focus on solving a specific problem, while CBL focuses on solving 
large global challenges. RPL and RP are more focused on reflection and on 
improving one’s practice and learning through experience. The positions thus 
use different terminologies to describe the learning processes, such as explora-
tion, inquiry, investigation or discovery; however, they generally originate from 
the same ontological understanding of learning. Also, they all deal with the 
relationship between the three main areas of interest in this literature review: 
reflection, practice and theory. In the following, we present the analysis of the 
selected body of literature, dealing with one concept at a time.

Reflection
Based on the literature review, it is evident that reflection is seen as a key com-
ponent in the learning process in all five pedagogical concepts. However, there 
is a difference in how reflection is interpreted and understood and hence how 
a pedagogical practice is seen to promote students’ reflection. RP deals with 
processes of intentionally reflecting on one’s experiences, thoughts and actions 
to gain insight and improve performance, while RPL also links theory to prac-
tice to achieve greater depth in students’ learning. Both RP and RPL discuss 
different types of reflection, such as reflection-on-action and reflection-in-ac-
tion, with a focus on developing practice through professionals’ review and 
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judgement. PBL, IBL and CBL emphasize the importance of authentic and pro-
fessionally relevant problems or challenges where, through processes of reflec-
tion and critical thinking, the learners discuss contrasting understandings and 
different perspectives. 

While the texts discuss different understandings of reflection, they all agree 
that reflective learning involves experiencing and experimenting in authentic 
situations where the concrete and the abstract exist in a relationship of ten-
sions created by challenges, obstacles and disturbances that arise over time 
(Dewey, 1933; Dreier, 2015; Horn et al., 2021; Jensen, 2020). The pedagogical 
positions use different terminologies to describe these processes of learning, 
such as exploration, inquiry, investigation or discovery. Regardless of linguistic 
definitions, we find that there are similarities between the different theoretical 
positions, and the interpretation of Dewey’s ideas about experiential learning 
especially manifests itself differently. RPL, for example, is based on the relation-
ship and connection between experience, thinking and action through explo-
ration (Horn et al., 2021; Jensen, 2020), while PBL is more concerned with an 
experiential approach through problem identification (Davidsen & Konnerup, 
2016; Konstantinou & Miller, 2021). IBL is explicitly based on inquiry pro-
cesses (Aditomo et al., 2013; Dewey, 1933), and the question or the problem is 
replaced by challenges in CBL (Baloian et al., 2006; Gallagher & Savage, 2020). 

As mentioned above, the literature review revealed how all five pedagogical 
positions are inspired by the work of Dewey and Schön on experiential-based 
learning where learning is described as an emotional encounter with an em-
bedded conflict. Often there is a feeling that something is difficult at the be-
ginning of a learning process, an uncertain situation where processes such as 
exploration, investigation and experimentation are methods of resolving the 
conflict and making sense (Dewey, 1933; Elkjær & Wiberg, 2013; Lousberg et 
al., 2020; Swanwick et al., 2014). 

Understanding a situation is thus to a large degree a question of handling 
complex interpersonal situations, which requires an exploratory and reflec-
tive response to and transformation of the acquired knowledge (Schatzki, 
2017). RPL therefore has Dewey’s concept of inquiry embedded in the learning 
process to address this complexity (Horton et al., 2018; Pedaste et al., 2015). 
The organization of the inquiry processes takes place through, for example, 
project work, formulating and testing hypotheses, conducting experiments, or 
simulations of practice (Horn et al., 2021; Lousberg et al., 2020; Moon & Lee, 
2022; Pedaste et al., 2015). These kinds of activities help students develop gen-
eral inquiry abilities and to acquire specific investigation skills and an under-
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standing of both teleoaffective and normative structures from practical settings 
and scientific concepts and principles (Horn et al., 2021).

One way to kickstart the inquiry process is through systematic and planned 
disruptions or situations that arise spontaneously in the learning process where 
the student fails in their task, or the activities suffer breakdown. IBL and RPL 
talk about appropriate disruptions (Horn et al., 2021; Lousberg et al., 2020), 
where the student needs to diagnose a situation that may be unclear or puzzling 
to them to discern what is happening. This requires the ability to identify both 
practice-related problems and their derivative consequences, to consider alter-
natives and make visible the underlying assumptions (Hüttel & Gnaur, 2017). 
In contrast, CBL operates with the concept of fun failure, where the goal is to 
create a culture where failing is a way to learn and thus a favourable circum-
stance. PBL does not speak directly about disturbances but rather about how 
the student needs to practise the capability to respond to changing contexts 
(Konstantinou & Miller, 2021; Stentoft, 2017). According to Stentoft (2017), 
this means that formulating a problem serves as a form of trigger that can be 
seen as a disturbance in the inquiry process. 

According to Hüttel and Gnaur (2017), the problem is the central driver 
for learning and the critical factor for challenging conventional thinking. The 
practice of PBL has especially fostered a distinction between various degrees of 
problem orientation, resulting in three fundamental PBL project types: the task 
project, the discipline project, and the problem project (Hüttel & Gnaur, 2017; 
Kolmos, 1996). In IBL, the problem is tightly linked to generating hypotheses 
(Aditomo et al., 2013; Pedaste et al., 2015), and in CBL, the learning process 
actively engages students in relevant real-world problems that exist in their en-
vironments and that require a solution (Portuguez Castro & Gomez Zermeno, 
2020).

Practice
All five of the presented pedagogical models have the concept of practice as 
an essential part of the learning process. However, there are differences in 
how practice is interpreted and thus how an authentic and situated context 
manifests itself. RP focuses on continuous self-evaluation and analysis of one’s 
practices, beliefs and attitudes to understand the social and cultural context in 
which learning occurs (Alenljung et al., 2022; Harvey et al., 2016; Heymann et 
al., 2022; Reeves & Robinson, 2014; Swanwick et al., 2014). RPL is based upon a 
similar understanding but also involves a learning approach that focuses on the 
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ability to act competently in different situations. This means that RPL stress-
es that normative beliefs, aesthetic judgements, emotions, and “the way things 
matter” (Schatzki, 2017) where the intersection between theory and practice 
creates various challenges (Horn et al., 2021; Jensen, 2020). In contrast, PBL 
relies solely on a problem-centred approach to learning that stimulates active 
learning, deep understanding, and construction of new knowledge (Dolmans, 
2019; Kumpulainen et al., 2019; Scholkmann, 2020; Thomassen & Stentoft, 
2020). IBL, on the other hand, focuses on developing critical thinking and in-
quiry through experimenting with practice (Friesen & Scott, 2013; Edelson et 
al., 1999; Moseley & Connolly, 2021; Pedaste et al., 2015; Spronken‐Smith & 
Walker, 2010). Finally, CBL focuses on bringing relevance to the classroom by 
encouraging students to think critically about real-world problems and develop 
local solutions (Gallagher & Savage, 2020; Johnson & Adams, 2011; Johnson et 
al., 2009; Portuguez Castro & Gomez Zermeno, 2020).

Table 3: Overview of the conceptualizations of practice in the included publications

Reflective 
practice-based 

learning

Problem-based 
learning

Reflective 
practice

Inquiry-based 

learning

Challenge-based 
learning

RPL stresses 
that normative 

beliefs, aesthetic 
judgements, 

emotions, and 
“the way things 
matter”  where 
the intersection 
between theory 

and practice 
creates different 

experiences.

PBL is focused on 
solving real-world 

problems in a 
collaborative and 

active learning 
environment. 
It emphasizes 

the importance 
of constructing 

knowledge 
through problem-
solving rather than 

simply receiving 
information 

passively.

RP is a specific 
type of learning 

that involves 
reflecting on one’s 
experiences and 
actions to learn 
from them. It is 
a deliberate and 

systematic process 
of examining 

and evaluating 
one’s practices 
or professional 
work, intending 
to improve one’s 
effectiveness and 
the quality of the 
work being done.

IBL is a type of 
practice that 

emphasizes the 
development 

of skills in 
self-reflection, 

critical thinking, 
independent 
inquiry, and 

responsibility for 
one’s learning. It 

involves engaging 
in a process of 
questioning, 
investigating 

and exploring 
to deepen one’s 

understanding of a 
particular topic or 

concept.

CBL is a practice 
that involves 

engaging students 
in real-world 

challenges that 
are relevant to 
their lives and 
communities. 
It encourages 

students to apply 
their knowledge 

and skills to 
find solutions to 

complex problems.
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Overall, these statements highlight the importance of pedagogical approaches 
that emphasize the importance of some form of inclusion of practice in the 
learning process to promote deep learning, critical thinking and problem-solv-
ing skills among students in higher education. They emphasize the need for ac-
tive learning, reflection, and inquiry-based approaches to support the develop-
ment of competent and reflective professionals who can address the challenges 
of an increasingly complex and interconnected world.

Regardless of the differences, there seems to be agreement on how real-life 
matters and empirical exploration necessitate reflection, critical thinking and 
problem identification (Friesen & Scott, 2013; Hüttel & Gnaur, 2017; Portu-
guez Castro & Gomez Zermeno, 2020). In all these types of practice, the em-
phasis is on active, experiential learning that involves reflection, inquiry and 
problem-solving. Through these practices, learners can develop a deep under-
standing of concepts and skills and apply these in meaningful ways in the real 
world. This means that action and thinking are interdependent and closely 
linked. Both are situated in transactions between individuals and their environ-
ment and come into existence through experiments with authentic, real-world 
problems in a student-centred learning environment (Alenljung et al., 2022; 
Dolmans, 2019; Friesen & Scott, 2013; Jensen, 2020; Johnson & Adams, 2011; 
Kumpulainen et al., 2019; Portuguez Castro & Gomez Zermeno, 2020; Scholk-
mann, 2020).

Theory
The literature review shows that all five positions relate to the concept of theory 
and see it as an essential part of the learning process. The authors thus high-
light the different reciprocal relationships between theory and reflection, with 
theory informing reflection and vice versa. The review also stresses the need 
for a rigorous and disciplined process for theory development that involves 
empirical evidence and a participatory approach. The authors emphasize the 
importance of a disciplined and systematic approach to theory generation that 
involves actively engaging in reflective practice. Common to all five positions is 
that they assume an inductive approach to the relationship between theory and 
practice, where theory is constructed through experience. However, it is ex-
pressed in various ways and there is variation in the basic assumptions behind 
it (Dolmans, 2019; Harvey et al., 2016; Horn et al., 2021 Jensen, 2020; Lepp & 
Fierke, 2017; Moseley & Connolly, 2021; Reeves & Robinson, 2014; Thomassen 
& Stentoft, 2020). 
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An essential aspect of RPL is the issue of authenticity, where students work 
on relevant, real-life problems guided by their professional judgement (Dau 
& Nielsby, 2021) or by generating theoretical hypotheses  (Horn et al., 2021; 
Jensen, 2020). Thus, RPL seeks to create educational settings that interact with 
society by allowing students to focus their learning process on real-world mat-
ters and think critically about how to integrate what they learn. In doing so, the 
students develop skills in formulating problems and ideas for feasible imple-
mentation in the community with a focus on social impact. Through collab-
oration in authentic settings, practical meaning is added to theoretical prob-
lems via multidisciplinary teamwork by the students, which helps strengthen 
the connection between what they learn inside the educational institution and 
what they perceive outside of it—for example, in practicums, clinical training, 
and internships (Horn et al., 2021; Jensen, 2020). 

In the context of reflective practice, authors argue that theory can provide 
a method and tool for reflexivity, leading to reflexive knowledge (Harvey et 
al., 2016). They describe theory as a process of research that requires logic and 
empirical relevance. Reeves and Robinson (2014, p. 239) describe this as “an in-
ductive approach to the relationship between theory and practice, where ‘the-
ory’ (understanding why) is constructed through experience”. The authors also 
emphasize the importance of a participatory action research methodology that 
supports an ecological perspective and collegial approach towards theorizing 
(Harvey et al., 2016; Lepp & Fierke, 2017; Reeves & Robinson, 2014). 

In contrast, the literature concerning PBL argues that students should be 
able to define the problem themselves and subsequently apply relevant theories 
and methods in the problem-solving process (Dolmans, 2019; Horton et al., 
2018; Thomassen & Stentoft, 2020). The publications describe problem analysis 
as an opportunity to reflect on the relevance and validity of arguments and 
theories that suggest a problem is scientifically relevant. The authors also high-
light the importance of students gaining skills and competencies during their 
education that enable them to tackle ill-structured problems without being told 
which methods or theories to apply. Similarly, IBL deals with theory by involv-
ing the students in an active inquiry process. Thus, IBL focuses on science liter-
acy, research skills, and problem-solving confidence guided by theory (Friesen 
& Scott, 2013; Moseley & Connolly, 2021; Spronken‐Smith & Walker, 2010). 
As Pedaste et al. (2015, p. 48) write, ”Inquiry-based learning is an educational 
strategy in which students follow methods and practices similar to those of 
professional scientists in order to construct knowledge”.
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The RP approach and RPL thus focus on the process of critical thinking, 
where both proximal and distal knowledge are necessary to analyse real-life 
problems guided by professional judgement, while PBL and IBL authors em-
phasize a scaffolded process that leads to the construction of new knowledge by 
identifying potential problems and knowledge gaps. 

Even though the inclusion of theory is of decisive importance within all five 
positions, this is described in a strikingly inadequate manner. The literature re-
view showed that most of the texts primarily deal with the link between reflec-
tion and practice, where the concept of reflection is discussed on a particularly 
in-depth theoretical level. Thus, not much literature was found that relates spe-
cifically to theory involvement, academic inquiry or knowledge creation in re-
lation to these theoretical understandings of learning. This also applies to RPL.

Linguistic Summary
Based on the analysis of the texts from the literature review concerning the 
five pedagogical positions, linguistic definitions of key concepts have been de-
rived. The overview shows each position’s key concepts according to reflection, 
practice and theory, respectively, as well as the comparability of the linguistic 
definitions across the five positions.

Table 4: Overview of the five main pedagogical approaches and their linguistic com-
parability

Reflective practice-
based learning 

(RPL)

Inquiry-based 

learning (IBL)

Problem-based 

learning (PBL)
Challenge-based 
learning (CBL)

Reflective practice 
(RP)

Reflection

Exploration Inquiry/experiment Experiential Investigate
Examining 

and exploring, 
experience-based

Disturbances Disturbances Fun failure Inner discomfort

Reflection/
Thinking

Self-reflective Reflective learning

Experiences
Identifying real-
world problems

Identifying real-
world problems

Formulation 
of real-world 

challenges

Critical and 
constructive 
analysis of 
problems
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Practice

Collaboration Collaboration Collaboration Collaboration

“Bildung”
Engaging with 

community
Professional 

practice
Local applicability

Ecological context

Self-directed 
through 

experiences
Self-directed

Student-centred 
learning

Self-directed
Critical self-

appraisal and self-
directed

Active learning Active learning Active learning Active learning Active learning

Authentic learning Authentic learning Authentic learning Authentic learning
Situated and 

embodied 
cognition

Application-
oriented and 

situated

Community of 
practice

Global importance
Complex 

information society
Work-related 

learning activities

Interdisciplinarity Interdisciplinarity Interdisciplinarity Multidisciplinarity

Case-based Case-based Real-life scenario
Alternative 

viewpoints and 
scenarios

Theory

Theoretical analysis Theory-based Theory-based Theory-based

Construct 
knowledge

Knowledge 
building

Knowledge creation
Theoretical 

construction

Analytical skills
Collecting and 

analysing data
Analytical skills

Following methods/

method awareness
Project and time 

management
Journals and 

diaries, portfolios

Propose hypotheses
Proposing 
hypotheses

Generating 
additional
hypotheses

Formulating 
questions

and hypotheses
Guiding questions

Questioning

 assumptions

Intelligent actions Scientific thinking
Transversal 

competencies
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Conclusion
The guiding research question for the literature review and analysis of the find-
ings was: How are theory and learning conceptualized in reflective practice and 
what are the theoretical foundations of and similarities with other constructiv-
ist pedagogical approaches within higher education?

Based on the literature review, the paper has identified how the concepts of 
reflection, practice and theory are interconnected and essential for personal 
and professional growth across four different theoretical positions on learning 
that share some of the same identifying characteristic traits as RPL.

Reflection allows individuals to analyse their experiences, thoughts and ac-
tions critically and identify areas for improvement. Practice provides oppor-
tunities for individuals to apply what they have learned and refine their skills 
through experimentation, feedback and collaboration. Theory provides a 
framework for understanding and interpreting the world around us and helps 
individuals make sense of their experiences.

While each of these elements is important, it is the combination of reflec-
tion, practice and theory that enables individuals to develop deep, meaningful 
learning and make meaningful changes in their personal and professional lives. 
Practising without reflecting and incorporating theory can lead to stagnant and 
ineffective learning while reflecting without practice and theory can lead to a 
lack of tangible outcomes and actionable steps. 

The five positions discussed in this paper provide different perspectives on 
how reflection, practice and theory can be integrated into the learning process. 
While each position emphasizes different aspects of learning, they all highlight 
the importance of balancing reflection, practice and theory to promote effec-
tive learning and development.

Through the analyses, we found that RPL is characterized in the literature 
by the intentional and systematic process of self-examination and evaluation, 
which in turn leads to deeper understanding, insight and self-awareness. The 
RPL approach is based on the premise that learning occurs through experience 
and reflection helps individuals make sense of their experiences, identify pat-
terns and themes, and generate new knowledge and understanding.

Compared to the other positions, RPL places strong emphasis on critical 
self-reflection and evaluation, as well as on the application of knowledge and 
theory to real-world situations. It also recognizes the importance of the so-
cial and cultural context in which learning occurs and encourages learners to 
engage in collaborative reflection and dialogue with others. This is particular-
ly important to the development of professional judgement, which is a core 
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qualification for the graduates of professional study programmes such as those 
offered by university colleges in Denmark.

This literature review also identified several gaps in the published research. 
While several theories and models are proposed for RPL, there is a lack of em-
pirical evidence to support their effectiveness. More research is needed to vali-
date these theories and models. Many of the discussions around RPL focus on 
the conceptual framework and theoretical models. While this is necessary to 
strengthen the demarcation of the RPL approach in relation to similar signa-
ture pedagogies, there is also a need to focus more on the practical implemen-
tation of reflective practice in various settings. 

Furthermore, although the integration of theory is crucial in all five po-
sitions, its description is generally remarkably inadequate. Most of the texts 
found in the literature review focus mainly on the relationship between prac-
tice and reflection, where the concept of reflection is discussed on a particularly 
in-depth theoretical level. Consequently, little literature specifically connects 
theoretical involvement, academic inquiry or knowledge generation to these 
learning theoretical perspectives.
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Abstract
This paper aims to discuss the approach of the University School as a prac-
tice-based developmental approach, bridging the contexts between teach-
er education and schools. The idea behind the University School addresses 
the ongoing challenge of teacher education being both practice-based and 
research-informed. We argue that establishing Communities of Inquiry in 
schools involving pre-service and in-service teachers, teacher educators, and 
researchers creates new approaches for the continuing development of teaching 
and teacher education in both contexts respectively. The University School sup-
ports practice-based development and, at the same time, furthering the special 
interests of each participant. Theoretically, we conceptualize this as different 
kinds of transitions between practices, didactic experiments, research, different 
modes of reflection, and continuous collaboration between participants from 
each field. 

The paper highlights the fundamental principles of the University School, 
and we raise the question: How does the University School create opportuni-
ties and constraints for both the development of practice-based and research-in-
formed teacher education and for teaching practices situated both in schools and 
on campus? Preliminary findings from an ongoing research project based on 
qualitative interviews will be presented and discussed. 

Keywords
University School, Teacher Education, Research-practice partnerships, Transi-
tion, Reflective Practice

Background
A continuous question in research on teacher education is how pre-service 
teachers are being prepared to face the requirements of their future profession-
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al lives. The Danish Teacher Education builds on a dual educational system 
involving periods of curricular teaching that interchange with practicum pe-
riods. According to the Ministry of Higher Education and Science (2023), this 
interrelatedness aims to strengthen the continuity between formal education 
and practicum and to create opportunities for students to “acquire theoretically 
founded practical skills in preparing, carrying out, and evaluating educational 
sequences”. 

Teacher education is concerned with school practice and theories regarding 
how to educate teachers and how to develop methods to teach subjects. Hence, 
research on university colleges is mainly characterized as an applied science 
that involves collaboration with practitioners from the professional field where 
new insights and knowledge is meant to improve local practice and inform 
the teachings on campus. However, as reported by Munthe, Ruud and Malmo 
(2020), research on how partnerships between teacher education and school 
practice are carried out and how new knowledge is improving education is lim-
ited.

This paper builds on a large project highlighting University Schools as a de-
velopmental approach to teacher education and school practice. The paper re-
ports from an empirical study involving participation from in-service teachers, 
pre-service teachers, teacher educators, school leaders, and researchers. The 
University School as an approach at UC SYD originated in 2016, involving ed-
ucators and researchers from the University College UCSYD and in-service 
teachers from three primary and lower-secondary schools in different munici-
palities in Southern Denmark. Initially, participation was primarily considered 
an enrichment program for talented pre-service teachers (Albrechtsen et al., 
2017). In 2020, the project expanded through funding from the A.P. Møller 
Foundation with 9,4 million. Kr. entailing the involvement of all schools in the 
Danish municipality of Aabenraa in Southern Denmark. The latter is currently 
running on its third out of four years.

University School as a developmental and integrative 
approach to teacher education
An early version of a university school was created in the late 1890s at the 
University of Chicago and was led by John Dewey (1972 [1896]). The uni-
versity school in Chicago was soon renamed and instead called a laboratory 
school. University schools later emerged in Germany (Matthes, 2019). There 
are some similarities to ‘training schools’ in Denmark regarding the collabo-
ration between teacher education institutions and schools. The idea of Uni-
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versity Schools at UCSYD is primarily inspired by the recent developments in 
Norway, conceptualizing University School as a partnership between teacher 
education institutions and schools working on different kinds of boundary 
crossings (Sandvik, 2019). Central to the UCSYD approach is the collaboration 
between four actors involved in teacher education: pre-service teachers, in-ser-
vice teachers, teacher educators, and researchers. This collaboration is named 
Communities of Inquiry.

Figure 1 Graphical display of the University School 

The object of inquiry is what unites them. This can be in the form of an agreed 
common theme or core problem of practice, often in a particular subject do-
main of the school. The purpose of the activities in communities of Inquiry is 
to gain knowledge and strengthen the professional judgment of all participants 
(Andersen et al., 2021). At the same time, the particular goals of each partic-
ipant vary since they are in different positions (for example, being a pre-ser-
vice teacher studying to become a teacher and finishing exams compared to 
researchers researching a particular field of interest and aiming at publishing 
new knowledge in journals). The different roles and goals of the participants are 
considered legitimate. 
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Related works  
The research project relates to several research areas: research into connecting 
theory and practice in education, research into teacher education didactics, and 
research into research-practice partnerships. Contemporary research within 
the field of learning through transitions between educational and professional 
practice settings suggests a focus on expansive framings of activities (Engle, 
2006), where student engagement and development of professional identity 
and judgment is qualified through reflections on and engagement in prac-
tice by recognizing sameness and differences when moving between contexts 
(Hachmann, 2021). Boundary crossing (Akkerman & Bakker, 2012, p. 155) in-
cludes ongoing, two-sided collateral transitions (Beach, 2003) and interactions 
between practices. Further, Akkerman & Bakker note that transfer emphasizes 
the need for similarity between practices, whereas boundary crossing is about 
finding productive ways of relating intersecting dissimilar practices. As shown 
by Haastrup and Knudsen (2015), a significant challenge within teacher edu-
cation is not alone the differences between professional education and practice 
and how theory and practice are understood respectively, but rather that there 
is a lack of explicit focus on them, hence a lack of implementing them into 
a pedagogical framework for furthering the professional development of the 
pre-service teachers. Other empirical studies support this claim (Hachmann, 
2020; Riis, 2023), suggesting alternative approaches to bridging education and 
practice are needed, thus providing new opportunities for professional develop-
ment. Iskov (2020), focussing primarily on on-campus teaching, highlights what 
he calls a second-order didactical approach, drawing partly on general didactics 
and further development of the learning-theoretical approach to didactics. Fi-
nally, in a research overview of partnerships in teacher education, Lillejord and 
Børte (2016) conclude that establishing and maintaining such partnerships is 
challenging. In a current research overview of practical training in teacher ed-
ucation programs, Munthe and colleagues point to seven ‘possible’ quality driv-
ers, e.g., the collaboration between teacher educators and practice teachers and 
guidelines and aids for practical training and schools (Munthe, Rood & Malmo, 
2020; our translation). ‘Possible’ refers to the fact that the research overview is 
based on available international studies but that these are mainly small-scale 
studies.
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Theoretical framework
Our research contributes to the field by seeing University School as a profes-
sion-didactical approach. This view roots in a pragmatic view of pedagogy 
(Dewey, 2005). Campus and practice act as expanded frames (Engle, 2006), 
giving students first-hand experiences at teaching and, simultaneously, de-
manding a certain degree of responsibility on the pre-service teacher’s behalf 
for actively being critical toward their planning and teaching (Wöll, 2011).

In the University School, the practical experiment is emphasized with ref-
erence to Benner’s praxeological approach (Benner, 2001). The practice-based 
experiments are characterized by actions taken when the teacher is confronted 
with an unforeseen event. To make a qualified distinction between the legitimate 
and the illegitimate, practical principles are helpful. Principles are understood 
here as “basic conceptions qualifying the discussions about content” (Benner, 
2015, pp. 62). Considering the practical, experiential nature of teaching and 
the practical principles as fundamental, the University School approach is ped-
agogically ‘constitutive’ to the extent that, from an educational perspective, it 
respects the students’ ‘Bildsamkeit’ and therefore allows them to participate in 
their development as professionals. A central point here is the distinction and 
balance between a prescriptive educational approach constraining the students 
to a specific ideology on what teaching is and how to make it and an existential 
approach based on students’ involvement in becoming a teacher developing 
fundamental pedagogical beliefs and identity. 

Finally, we see the University School as a new contribution to the develop-
ment of teacher education. The approach is characterized as a practical, theoret-
ical, and empirical research basis for teaching (Oettingen & Thorgaard, 2019). 
Further, the continuous and experimental collaboration between researchers, 
students, teachers, and teacher educators is fundamental. A differentiated un-
derstanding of the relationship between theory and practice is crucial to the 
University School. Traditionally this means that there is a distinction between 
theory, research, and practice, where the relationships between them are un-
derstood as transformations going both ways, from theory over empiricism to 
practice and vice versa (Benner, 2001; Schluss, 2003). 

It is also important to note that the approach to the University School front-
ed here takes on the idea that teacher education as a practice is not divided by 
on-campus teaching and in-service practice in schools but that there is a more 
holistic view on teacher education as one practice taking place on different lo-
cations and in a different setting. The concept of transformation becomes a 
focal point in the ambition to enhance students’ and teachers’ ability to shift 
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perspectives between theory, the empirical, and practice (Carlsen & Oettingen 
2020) in these different settings.

Methods 
Our research project consists of two parts, where we mainly focus on the sec-
ond part of this paper. 

The first part of our project aims at developing and investigating the very idea 
of University School conceptually and theoretically. We do this by comparing it 
to similar ideas (like professional development schools, research-practice part-
nerships, and reflective practice-based learning arrangements) and grounding 
it in a (pragmatic) didactical tradition (Lillejord & Børte, 2016). 

The second part of the project, which we focus on in this paper, is a small-
scale empirical study collecting qualitative data on how different actors expe-
rience their participation in the University School partnership. In the empir-
ical study, we use two data sets. The first data set consists of four qualitative 
group interviews with participants: 1. School leaders (n=3) 2. In-service teach-
ers (n=3) 3. Pre-service teachers (n=2), and 4. Teacher educators (n=5). These 
were conducted in the first year of the establishment of the partnerships. We 
are presently collecting a second data set of interviews. This paper will only 
show some preliminary results from the second data set. We interviewed 
two pre-service teachers, one novice in-service teacher, and two experienced 
in-service teachers. They were interviewed in the early spring of 2023, and each 
interview lasted approximately 25 minutes. For the interviews, we reused the 
original interview guide. We asked the informants 1) to describe how they got 
involved in the University School, 2) which kinds of projects they have done, 
3) their experiences regarding constraints and opportunities the approach pro-
vides for becoming a teacher, 4) how an ideal University School partnership 
would look like, and 5) how the approach could be refined from their perspec-
tive as pre-service teachers and in-service teachers, respectively. 

The data provided through the interview was compared, condensed and dis-
cussed into different themes e.g.:

• Organisational forms highlighting how participants experience the 
structural means provided for transitioning between teacher education 
and school.

• Potentials for learning opportunities by transitions between teacher ed-
ucation and school. 
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• Potentials for developing practice both in teacher education setting and 
in school.

Preliminary findings were discussed and compared with work within the field 
as well as theoretical assumptions and specific utterances during the interviews 
have been isolated and presented in this paper.

Preliminary findings
The interview with the two pre-service teachers “Tim” and “Dora” reveals that 
one major struggle is ensuring a solid structure between campus and school 
that allows the pre-service teachers to engage meaningfully in their projects 
from the beginning of their in-practice period. Especially Dora shares experi-
ences of how lack of communication between the members of the communities 
of inquiry, lack of involvement from teachers and educators, and the organiza-
tional aspects of the school were limiting her possibilities to get involved in her 
project. She points to the need to strengthen structural means in and across 
settings to improve opportunities for ongoing collaboration.

Both pre-service teachers highlight that the University School approach pro-
vides opportunities for deeper involvement and continuous engagement, which 
is generally well-needed in teacher education. As an example, Dora explains 
how the long-term participation allowed getting to know the pupils better and 
building stronger relations, which in turn gave a possibility to improve teaching 
the subject in ways that are not possible in the traditional practice terms.    

Tim highlights that participating in Communities of Inquiry with researchers 
holds considerable potential. He notes that his involvement inspired him and 
provided new insights into teaching that he would not have thought of. He also 
underlines that it required him to think more profoundly and elaborate on his 
practice in the classroom, which Dora seconds. She adds that feedback from 
the community provided new and exciting theories and highly relevant ideas. 
She would never have found these insights independently because “Sometimes 
it can be very difficult as a student and think very broadly regarding research”. 
Further, Tim highlights that participating in the community of inquiry allowed 
him to get involved in a research network within his subject domain.

“John” is a novice in-service teacher. During his education, he has been part 
of the University School and is now employed at the same partner school he 
visited as a pre-service teacher. John explains how being part of the University 
School gave him good professional development opportunities. He specifically 
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points to the potential of merging theoretical perspectives with practical en-
gagement.  

Further, John elaborates on how being part of University Schools has given 
him an advanced basis for developing experimental and inquiry-based teach-
ing methods. He stresses that other fellow pre-service teachers lack the ability 
to research their teaching practice the same way he learned during his involve-
ment in the community of inquiry.

“Anna” and “Beth” are experienced teachers working in one of the partner 
schools. They have both participated since 2016. During the interview, it be-
comes clear that a valued outcome of this partnership is their stronger relation-
ships with teacher educators and researchers from UCSYD. The communities 
of inquiry have made it possible to visit each other more often and gain new 
insights collaboratively. At the same time, they express that they miss a more 
profound engagement from their school in the partnership. 

Discussion
Our theoretical framework points to several possibilities for developing teacher 
education and school. 

We are following the idea that teacher education is not divided by on-cam-
pus teaching and in-service practice in schools but rather a holistic view of 
teacher education as one practice in different locations and settings. However, 
our preliminary studies also show that this is not an easy feat, and there is a 
need to investigate the transformative shifts of perspective more closely when 
transitions are made.

A challenge pointed at by our informants is when the communities of in-
quiry face replacements. Long-term relationships between in-service teachers 
and teacher educators are crucial. Even as pre-service teachers are expected to 
leave the communities of inquiry and are replaced by new students after two 
years, organizational routines supporting this ongoing replacement of students 
are needed. Further, it is problematic when insufficient amounts of pre-service 
teachers join the communities of inquiry.

The informants stress that the lack of communication between school and 
education hinders transitions. The constraints seem primarily organizational 
and are consistent with the challenges identified in existing research on part-
nerships (Munthe et al., 2020). Munthe and colleagues argue that research 
lacks studies showing how collaboration between school and education can 
be achieved continuously through partnerships honing equity, yet different 
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interests among participants. Participation in University School partnerships 
connects teacher education and schools (collateral transitions) and prepares 
the transition from education to employment (induction). Communities of In-
quiry provide opportunities to share and discuss experiences using theory and 
research. Participants highlight that this potentially develops the teacher as a 
reflective professional regarding teaching, subject development, and practice. 
These points are consistent with existing research. Willegems et al. (2017) em-
phasize that pre-service teachers collaborating with researchers and teachers 
to explore a theme involves equal participation and increases connections be-
tween theory and practice. However, this perspective should be examined more 
closely.

By considering the relationship between theory and practice through tran-
sitions, it is emphasized that the relationship between theory and practice is 
characterized by transformations. The goal is not to overcome the gap between 
theory and practice but to qualify the transformations between them. Biesta 
(2007) points out that the ambition to “bridge the gap” is closely related to the 
vision that a research-based teacher profession can increase school effective-
ness. 

Lastly, we would like to stress that the perspectives of several actors have not 
yet been studied. Our study is small-scale and further investigations are need-
ed. We do not yet know what research opportunities and limitations researchers 
experience in University Schools. Does University School approach contrib-
ute to more practice-oriented and application-oriented research? We still lack 
knowledge about the potential in the teacher’s professional development and 
opportunities and limitations concerning a school development perspective.

References
Akkerman, S. F. & Bakker, A. (2012). Crossing boundaries between school 

and work during apprenticeship. Vocations and Learning, 5, 153-173. DOI: 
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12186-011-9073-6    

Albrechtsen, T.R.S., Carlsen, D., Hansen, R., Oettingen, A., Outzen, O., 
Søndergaard, L.B. & Thorgård, K. (2017). Universitetsskoler som et initiativ 
til fastholdelse af talentfulde lærerstuderende. Unge Pædagoger, 78 (2), 39-
48. 

Andersen, K. Iversen, R., Jepsen, R.E. & Ipsen, M. (2021). Med 
Pinocchio i skole: Om udvikling af den professionelle dømmekraft i 
undersøgelsesfællesskaber. Studier i læreruddannelse og –profession, 6 (1), 
152-170.  



62

Beach, K. (2003). Consequential Transition: A Developmental View of 
Knowledge Propagation Through Social Organisations. In Engeström, Y. 
& Tuomi-Gröhn, T. (Eds.), Between School and Work: New Perspectives on 
Transfer and Boundary-crossing. Elsevier Science Ldt. 

Benner, D. (2001). Hauptströmungen der Erziehungswissenschaft. 4. udg. Beltz 
Verlag.

Benner, D. (2015). Allgemeine Pädagogik. 8. udg. Juventa Verlag. 

Biesta, G. (2007). Bridging the gap between educational research and 
educational practice. The need for critical distance. Educational Research 
and Evaluation. An International Journal on Theory and Practice. 13 (3), 
295-301. DOI: http://doi.org/10.1080/13803610701640227   

Carlsen, D. & von Oettingen, A. (2020). Universitetsskolen – et bud på 
en didaktisk orienteret forskningsbasering af læreruddannelsen. Acta 
Didactica Norden. 14(2), 1-18. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5617/adno.7912  

Dewey, J. (1972). The university school. In: Boydston, J.A. (1972). The early 
works, 1882-1898 (Vol. 5, pp. 436-441). Southern Illinois University Press. 

Dewey, J. (2005). Demokrati og uddannelse. Klim. 

Engle, R. A. (2006). Framing interactions to foster generative learning: A 
situative explanation of transfer in a community of learners classroom. The 
Journal of the Learning Sciences, 15(4), 451–498.

Hachmann, R. (2020). Didactic Design for Transformations of Subject-content 
Knowledge: An investigation of student teachers’ transformations of subject-
content knowledge between professional education and practice [Ph.D. 
Dissertation]. University of Southern Denmark.

Hachmann, R. (2021). Reflecting on or with practice? Full paper presented 
at European Conference on Reflective Practice-based Learning, Aalborg, 
Denmark.

Haastrup, L., & Knudsen, L. E. D. (2015). Teori- og praksisdidaktik. Unge 
Pædagoger.

Iskov, T. (2020). Læreruddannelsens andenordensdidaktik. Studier i 
læreruddannelse og –profession, 5 (1), 92-114. 

Lillejord, S.& Børte, K. (2016). Partnership in teacher education – a research 
mapping. European Journal of Teacher Education, 39, 550-563. http://doi.or
g/10.1080/02619768.2016.1252911   

Matthes, E. (2019). Universitätsschulen in deutschen Staaten – historische 
Fallbeispiele. Die Deutsche Schule, 111(1), 8-21. 

Ministry of Higher Education and Science. (2023). Bekendtgørelse om 



63

uddannelsen til professionsbachelor som lærer i folkeskolen. [Proclamation 
on the bachelor education as teacher in the primary school]. https://www.
retsinformation.dk/eli/lta/2023/374 

Munthe, E., Ruud, E. & Malmo, K.-A. S. (2020). Praksisopplæring i 
lærerutdanninger i Norge; enforskningsoversikt. Retrieved at: https://
www.uis.no/getfile.php/13559747/HF/KSU/Rapport%20KSU%20
Praksisoppl%C3%A6ring%202020.pdf   

Oettingen, A. & Thorgård, K. (2019). Universitetsskolen – Mellem forskning, 
uddannelse og skoleudvikling. Dafolo. 

Riis, M. (2023). Didaktiske designprincipper for grænsekrydsning i 
vekseluddannelse : - med digitale grænseobjekter som udvidede 
handlemuligheder. Learning Tech, 8(13), 100–125.

Sandvik, L.V. (2019). University-School Partnerships as research-oriented 
cooperation practices. In: Gray, P. & Ramberg, P.J. (Eds.). Servants of the 
School: Building Teacher Education in Mid-Norway 1998-2018. 256-272. 
NTNU – Norwegian University of Science and Technology. 

Schluss, H. (2003). Lehrplanentwicklung in den neuen Ländern. Wochenschau 
Verlag.

Willegems, V., Consuegra, E., Struyven, K., Engels, N. (2017). Teachers 
and pre-service teachers as partners in collaborative teacher research: A 
systematic literature review. Teaching and Teacher Education, 64, 230-245. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2017.02.014  

Wöll, G. (2011). Handeln: Lernen durch Erfahrung. Schneider Verlag.



64



65

Inter-lesson reflections: Learning through 
interrogative and reflective dialogue
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Abstract
This study investigates a learning design that seeks to create good conditions 
for dialogue and reflection both in-between lessons and in class in a Univer-
sity College programme for language teachers. The learning design is devel-
oped through a co-design process between lecturers. The aim is to improve the 
conditions for asynchronous, academic dialogues and reflection and to utilise 
the written exchanges in asynchronous dialogues as a scaffold for synchronous 
dialogues in the classroom during the lessons. We investigate the reflective po-
tential of code switching between writing and speaking through an interroga-
tory, explorative rhetoric, which promotes and scaffolds a certain way to engage 
in the dialogue in English Class at Teachers Education. The defining slogan is 
“we are looking for better questions, not ultimate answer”. It is inspired by the 
inquiry-based pedagogy of Dewey. We investigate the language acquisition po-
tential of the scaffolded, interrogative dialogue through interviews with four 
case-students’ experiences with contributing to exchanges in the asynchro-
nous, online discussions.  The purpose of the learning design is two-fold; it 
should scaffold reflection for learning the academic topic of the course through 
dialogue, and it should create an authentic arena that encourage dialogue for 
developing communicative competences. Hence, we co-designed a learning 
design that utilise the principles of Reflective Practice-based Learning to im-
prove the experienced connection between preparing for class and attending 
class through different types of dialogue. Based on the empiric data and the 
theories of reflective practice-based learning we suggest an approach to lan-
guage learning design that explicitly, systematically, and strategically scaffold 
dialogue and reflection.

Keywords
Reflection, Dialogue, RPL, online discussion, inquiry
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Introduction
The researcher/lecturer and the lecturer in this study express that they con-
stantly try to provide the best conditions for developing communicative com-
petences. This notion is supported by the theories of language acquisition and 
communicative competences (Alptekin, 2002; Bagarić & Mihaljević Djigu-
nović, 2007; Canale & Swain, 1981; Reid, 2015). The criteria for what it may 
take to develop communicative competences may vary from one approach to 
language teaching to another, however, most of the recent approaches (1980 
and onwards) share the notion that learners need an arena for speaking, lis-
tening, writing, reading and ’grammaring‘ (Lightbown & Spada, 2013; Rich-
ards & Rodgers, 2014). Furthermore, language learners benefit from learning 
to ’notice’, develop a ’monitor’ and ’hypothesis making’ (Krashen, Stephen D., 
1981). ’Noticing’ in linguistics is the analytical process of registering linguistic 
traits and the monitor is the competency to be aware of one’s own utterances 
and rephrase and correct while communicating. There is a shared understand-
ing amongst language theorists that language learners need; a comprehensible 
input, a knowledgebase to develop hypothesis of language use, an arena for 
producing language, an arena for using language in an authentic situation and a 
dialogic space for reflection with peers (Baucal, 2010; Kjærgaard, 2016b; Kjær-
gaard & Georgsen, 2021; Krashen, Stephen D., 1981; Littleton & Howe, 2010; 
Mercer et al., 2017; Swain, 2005).

The learning design, the intervention, designed for this study is developed 
on the aforementioned basis, however, it is mainly expanding on the notions of 
learning through dialogue and reflection. We take point of departure in what 
happens in-between the English lessons at Teacher Education, and we try to 
utilise the students’ ‘homework-time’ to enhance the participation and depth of 
the classroom dialogue. The design is dubbed ‘Inter-Lesson-Reflections’ (ILR) 
and it is inspired by an approach to scaffolded homework through academic 
dialogues that utilises an inquisitory rhetoric to always end utterances in new 
question, the approach is described as ‘hybrid homework’ in (Kjærgaard, 2019; 
Sorensen & Kjærgaard, 2016).

We utilise Dewey’s ideas of learning through disturbance, reflection, expe-
rience, and inquiry, furthermore, we include Dewey’s thoughts on doubt and 
habit vs. disturbance (Johnston, 2006; Nelsen, 2015). These theoretical aspects 
of Dewey’s thinking are operationalised through the lens of Reflective Prac-
tice-based Learning (RPL) (Horn, Line et al., 2020; Horn, Line Helverskov et 
al., 2021). RPL is an assemblage of theories that describe the complex nature 
of educating Bachelors of professions (Teacher, Nurse etc.) in the dialectics of 
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theory and practise and education and profession. RPL is condensed into 6 
fundamental principles (Horn, Line et al., 2020 p.: 7):

1. The students’ own experiences are incorporated into teaching and learning 
activities 

2. Teaching and learning activities designed to include appropriate disturbanc-
es 

3. Teaching and learning activities are organised as exploration 
4. The content of teaching and learning activities is based on the good example 
5. Lecturers and students work together on learning processes 
6. Lecturers and students create room for dialogue 

In the intervention, we mainly focus on principle 5 and 6, however, we also in-
troduce a slight disturbance (2) by breaking the students’ habit of ‘doing home-
work’.

To investigate the interventions, we raise the following questions:

• What kind of scaffold does the conversation need for it to become a ‘dia-
logue’ in the language classroom?

• Does reading for class defined as scaffolded, reflective dialogue yield a 
better understanding of the topics and their relations to practice?

• Does a scaffolded exploration of academic content invite to reflective 
dialogue between lessons?

Method
The investigated intervention is based on the Dewey inspired mantra: ‘We are 
looking for better questions, not ultimate answers’. The intervention is co-de-
signed by a lecturer, a lecturer/researcher, and a class of Teacher students. The 
intervention was intended as an incremental progression of iterative home-
work activities in constant evaluation with the students, thus, the 9 investigated 
iterations of the intervention in the same course and with the students evolve 
from being very scaffolded and framed to being less scaffolded and more ab-
ductive and explorative. 

The interventions are investigated through a Critical Realist lens, which leads 
to a retroductive analysis of the empiric data (Bhaskar, 2008; Ritz, 2020; Scott, 
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2013). Furthermore, the constant evaluation also enabled an understanding of 
what Ayers refers to as ‘real need’ (Ayers, 2011 p.: 343)

Data
The data consist of two strands. The first strand is the co-design process during 
which the intervention was developed. The second strand investigates the ac-
tual deployment of the iterations of the intervention. The main focal point for 
this paper is the second strand.

The second strand, data production (table 1):
Participants Technique Co-design scrums Type
Students 
(n=18)

Two digital surveys 
(n=2)
Before ILR and after ILR

7 scrums of shared 
formative assessment
After ILR 3,4,5,6,7,8,9

Quantitative, with open-
ended answers 

Students 
(n=4)

Semi structured 
interviews (n=4)

Qualitative, probing

Lecturers 
(n=2)

Field notes 7 scrums of shared 
formative assessment
After ILR 3,4,5,6,7,8,9

Qualitative

Lecturers 
(n=2)

Analysis of onlie 
dialogues produced in 
ILRs (n=9)

Linguistic analysis

Table 1 Description of data

The interviews are based on an interview guide that ask retroductive questions 
regarding the 9 ILRs that are concluded by the time of the interviews. That 
leads to an interview that seeks beyond the literal expressions in the written, 
online dialogues. The technique is based on the critical realist notion that:

 ’retroduction is a method of conceptualising which requires the researcher to iden-
tify the circumstances without which something (the concept) cannot exist’ (Dan-
ermark et al., 1997)

In this case, we are interested in conditions for dialogue and reflection in Eng-
lish teaching. During the 7 co-design/formative assessment scrums, the stu-
dents were asked to reflect on lacks and needs in the interventions for a poten-
tial dialogue to unfold. The ILRs have taken place and now we ask, ‘why did 
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they pan out the way they did?’, ‘what did the students experience and learn?’, 
and ‘which conditions led to dialogue and reflection?’ The interview guide con-
tinues as an abductive, semi-structured reflection on what good conditions for 
dialogue would have been. Hence, the interview guide utilises retroductive in-
quiry to understand why the ILRs were experienced as they were, and abduc-
tive reflection to formulate how the ILRs could support their needs.

Context: Inter-lesson reflections
The intervention was co-designed by two lecturers and focus groups of Teacher 
students. The purpose was two-fold: 

• It should create an authentic arena that encourage dialogue for develop-
ing communicative competences

• It should scaffold reflection for learning the academic topic of the course 
through dialogue

The English lecturers based their wishes on theoretical hypotheses on learning 
through dialogue and input/output (Canale & Swain, 1981; Krashen, Stephen, 
2013; Savat & Thompson, 2015; Swain, 2005).

The definition of dialogue in the ILRs is inspired by the statement: ‘Can you 
think with me’ (Baucal, 2010 p.: 64) from the book ’Educational Dialogues’ 
(Littleton & Howe, 2010). Furthermore, dialogue may be defined as being free 
from sarcasm, irony, forms of appeal and other rhetorical devices that hedge 
the message, and the ideal of thinking together through language (Plato on 
Socrates reflection and conversation techniques (Littleton & Howe, 2010; 
Rockwell, 2003). In this definition, ’doubt‘ is essential for asking better ques-
tions. Hence, ’doubt’ means to be open to other explanations and perspectives, 
conversely, it doesn’t mean to be uncertain of one’s competences in this context. 
Therefore, Dewey’s notions of learning through inquiry and exploration serve 
as guideposts.

The ILRs use this definition of dialogue:

‘Dialogue is thinking together through language’ (Isaacs, 1999; Kjærgaard 
& Georgsen, 2021)
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Operational of definitions of dialogue in the data
In order to verify if the theoretical definition of ‘dialogue’ is shared by the stu-
dents, the students are asked to reflect on what the ‘dialogue’ mean to them. 
Any discrepancy between the theoretical definition and the actual understand-
ing of ‘dialogue’ amongst the students would distort the finding in the analysis. 
In the transcripts the students understand dialogue as:

‘[…] dialogue is between us (students 3 and 4) and thus not an attitude 
towards another’ Student 4, 03:07 m (translated from Danish)

The students describe different types of dialogue:

[In education] It’s easy to start a dialogue and to continue a dialogue with ques-
tions, but what if I’m sitting with my real close girlfriends? Then there might not be 
so many questions. In the dialogue, we just build a little more on top of each other’s 
utterances. Student 4, 06:12 m (translated from Danish)

In that sense, peer dialogues are spiralling upwards by stacking up utterances 
building on a vast shared history combined with implied and tacit knowledge 
that would exclude uninitiated listeners. The peer dialogues, thus, become a 
confirming exchange of utterances that build a shared argument and not an 
inquisition into new knowledge as such. Albeit the ‘spiral’ leads to new grounds 
building their shared experiences.

Reflexive or refractive dialogues
This finding calls for a subdivision of dialogue into two categories: A reflexive 
dialogue and a refracted dialogue, the first is quick and built on a priori experi-
ence, and knowledge and the latter is deliberate, and it builds new understand-
ings that forms new practice (Pagano & Roselle, 2009). Pagano & Roselle define 
refraction as:

Refraction focuses on critical thinking skills and problem solving. The refraction 
process helps stu dents understand and identify the intermediate processes of learn-
ing that aid the development of critical thinking skills (Pagano & Roselle 2009 p: 
220).
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The reflexive dialogue relies on a close relation between the dialogue partners. 
The students refer to it as either the ‘girlfriend talk’ (Student 4) or the symbiot-
ic peer collaboration that a constructive group-work may lead to (Student 3). 
The reflexive dialogue bears resemblance with the well described pedagogical 
concept of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). In layman’s terms flow is the perfect 
balance between challenge and skill in a learning process (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1997 p.: 74). Conversely, the refractive dialogue appears to represent the break 
of flow. The dialogue part-takers are ’disturbed’, in the Deweyan sense of the 
word, by the utterances in the dialogue. They are forced to reflect and to con-
sider unknown aspects of the conversation topic. The graphic below shows that 
dialogue as ’thinking together through language’ has more practices than one.

Figure 1

Figure 1 Matrix for dialogue types

The interviews indicated that a response to an utterance may be a reflex re-
action to a vast (far left in figure 1), shared experience-base that leads to an 
alignment of thought, which in turn leads the dialogue partners deeper into a 
subject in a continuous flow of ‘reminders’ of how the shared experiences may 
open for new understandings of new topics. Conversely, the interviews and the 
open-ended answers in the survey also sustains the notion that an utterance in 
a dialogue lead to reflection and formulation of a new utterance that in turn 
disturbs and breaks the flow (far right in figure 1).



72

Educational dialogues (refractive) are then, in this case, distinguished from 
peer dialogues (reflexive) since they explore and question a field of knowledge 
and inquire into a specific problem. In the ILRs the dialogues are in the catego-
ry of educational, refractive dialogues. In order to differentiate dialogue from 
other types of conversation we utilise the following distinction:

‘There are four interrelated terms (table 2) that describe the action of conversation 
in specific contexts and with specific purposes, these are; debate, discussion, dia-
logue and deliberation (Gadamer, 1983; Littleton & Howe, 2010; Rockwell, 2003)’ 
(Kjærgaard, 2016a)

Table 2 Definition of ‘dialogue’ (Kjærgaard, 2016a p.: 56)

Adding to the categories above we include the categories that emerge in ILRs 
mentioned above. The reflexive dialogue flourish when the group members 
share repertoire, responsibility, engagement, and purpose, this description 
resembles what Wenger/Lave calls a community of practice (Wenger, 2010). 
Whereas the refractive dialogue refracts the topic of conversation into parts 
that can then scrutinised and reflected upon.  

Hence, these initial principles inform and direct the way the ILRs scaffold 
and motivate dialogic activity between the lessons based on the ‘learner needs’ 
uttered in the interviews.
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1. The lecturer posts inter-lesson reflection (ILR) tasks every week.
2. The ILR must connect to the weeks texts and learning goals. 
3. The IRL is a scaffold and rigour for preparing for class.
4. The ILR is an inquiry into the new academic aspects or cases from practices.
5. The IRL asks open-ended questions for exploration.
6. The ILR’s mantra is: ‘Looking for better questions, not ultimate answers’.
7. All post in the ILR dialogue must end in a question. 

The first iteration of the ILR was deployed during the fall semester of 2022 
at Teacher Education with the participation of 18 Teacher students and two 
lecturers. A total of 9 ILRs were carried out. The form and content of the ILRs 
varied throughout the 9 iterations. The first ILRs were extensive and rigorous, 
while the later ILRs became more exploratory and abductive.

The first ILR was posted on the 28th of August 2022, and it looked like this 
(Ex. 1):

Figure 2 Example 1 ILR

The dialogue took off and the students participated in a constrained and some-
what forced conversation that didn’t really evolve into a dialogue according to 
the definition of dialogue.  Conversely, the questions that the students raised 
were great prompts for an educational, refractive dialogue in the classroom. 
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Figure 3 Example 1 ILR, continued

From early evaluations (co-design scrum 2,3 and 4) of the ILRs it became ev-
ident that the actual dialogue had better conditions in the classroom and that 
the ILR and the students’ questions formed a dialectic relationship where one 
relied on the other.

The process of scaffolding a dialogue
In the interviews a student puts it this way:

‘Dialogue is something you have to practice; it is up to the teacher to design teach-
ing that creates conditions for dialogue and a progressive development of compe-
tences to engage in dialogue.’ Student 2, 11:03 m (translated from Danish)

The students in this study express that the connections between preparation 
for class and attending class is improved and that preparing for the lessons may 
become more relevant, when the connections between the two were stronger 
and more explicit. However, this particular student elaborates how she has ex-
perienced good conditions for dialogue:



75

‘The courses I have had, where there has been the best dialogue between me and 
the teacher, are also the courses where the teacher has put the most effort into 
forming relations to the students.’ Student 2, 7:27 m (translated from Danish)

These two ‘mechanisms of causality’, as they are called in critical realism 
(Bhaskar, 2008), are, more or less explicitly, identified in all transcripts. The 
latest iteration of the ILRs have evolved into a simpler design that is intended 
to create better conditions for dialogue in the lesson based on the students’ ac-
tivities in-between the lessons, conversely, the latest ILR doesn’t really address 
or scaffold the reading of the texts, albeit it supports a more general exercise 
in language acquisition and a shared dialogue and reflection afterwards. The 
example is from a course, in which the students are doing virtual exchange 
with students form University of Education, Winneba, Ghana. Thus, this ILR 
is very closely related to an immediate experience in a relevant practice (Ex. 2, 
Table 3):

Table 3

Table 3 Example 2 ILR
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Discussion of the differences between Ex. 1 and Ex. 2
The observation notes from the lesson, in which the above-mentioned example 
(Ex. 2) was discussed state that the dialogue was richer than in the conver-
sation in Ex. 1. If dialogue is ‘thinking together through language’, then Ex. 
1 appears to be more of an ‘affirmation of academic topics through language’ 
than an actual dialogue. In Ex. 1 the student presents his/her reply to the ILR 
and describes his/her understanding of the academic subject and the Lectur-
er affirms his/her understanding and contributes with further perspectives on 
the subject. It seemed to be an Initiate- Response-Evaluation structure (IRE), 
which is in direct opposition to the explorative and reflective intention with the 
ILRs, because:

‘A central feature of the IRE pattern is that the students’ job is limited to display-
ing information that is known to the instructor (Cazden, 1988; Johnson, 2009 p.: 
427)’.

In Ex. 2 the student must reflect on what is inherently Danish and look at 
Danish culture and language from an outside perspective, which led to a more 
reflective and less affirmative dialogue in the lessons. The students analysed 
aspects of Danish culture and switched between different semantic systems 
(code-switched) from thought to multimodal expressions and included own 
experiences and prior knowledge. The data indicate that the code-switching 
and the multimodal scaffold helped them to reflect on the new theories and to 
engage in the dialogue

Conclusion
The focus on the three principles from Reflective Practice-based Learning in-
troduced earlier in this article led to a learning design that fostered analytical 
thinking and dialogue. And it provides an example of how these RPL principles 
can be utilised and developed in a practical context. The students agree that ‘di-
alogue’, collaboration between lecturers and students and ‘slight disturbances’ 
may lead to constructive learning processes and that the ILRs lend themselves 
to language acquisition because they scaffold an academic dialogue. This leads 
to three criteria for developing good conditions for dialogue that emerge in the 
interviews:
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1. A relevant and purposeful scaffold for participating in the dialogue.
2. A shared asynchronous contribution to the dialogue that precedes the syn-

chronous dialogue and proceed during and after the lessons.
3. A constructive and authentic relation between students and lecturer.

These three criteria hone in on a more precise and grounded approach to de-
signing ILRs the design criteria that were initially formulated. The analytical 
thinking opened for the students’ awareness of ‘noticing’ when an utterance is 
part of a dialogue The introduction of the concepts of ‘doubt’ and ‘disturbance’ 
as positive parts of a learning process led to dialogues in class about the topics 
in the ILRs and reflections on the linguistic and thematic aspects of the IRLs. 
However, the ILRs were less prone to foster dialogue amongst the students in 
the time between the lessons. Possibly due to the element of ‘doubt’ and ‘distur-
bance’ or possibly due to the formulations of the questions I the ILRs?

This leads us to the conclusion that the ILRs serve well as objects of reflection 
in between the lessons and for dialogue in the lesson Conversely, they didn’t 
facilitate an online dialogue between the lessons. The ILRs helped the students 
to take part in the in-class dialogue because they had prepared the vocabulary, 
practiced the arguments, and thought through what they wanted to say, fur-
thermore, the written replies allow the students to remind themselves what to 
say and how to express it which led to participation from all students.  So:

What kind of scaffold does the conversation need for it to become a ‘dialogue’ 
in the language classroom?
The analysis suggests that the scaffold should be closely related to the practice 
in which the academic topics should unfold and that it should catalyse a con-
nection between the learner’s experience and the topic in question. The analysis 
also suggests that a dialogue is part private and part public. Private, in the sense 
that it reflects individual reflections on something that the learner’s a priori 
knowledge and experience. Public in the sense that it is expressed in language 
between the dialogue part-takers, and that it relies on external input.

Does reading for class defined as scaffolded, reflective dialogue yield a 
better understanding of the topics and their relations to practice? 
To some extent, the dialogues in the classroom made a proverbial double-di-
dactic loop from the classroom at UCN to the classroom in school during 
placement and back again, and as a student puts it in the interviews, a dialogue 
needs to be prepared for it to become and actual dialogue, and that the ILRs 
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prepare the students for the dialogue in a way that scaffolds a rich dialogue in 
class.

Does a scaffolded exploration of academic content invite to reflective dialogue 
between lessons?
No, not really, the ILRs invited to reflection but the dialogue didn’t unfold be-
fore the actual lesson. So, the students reflected and raised interesting ques-
tions, but no actual dialogue took place between the lessons.

We suggest a longitudinal and continuous focus on developing better con-
ditions for actual dialogue. The longitudinal element is nested in the empiric 
data that indicate a need for a both investing in relations between teacher and 
students and designing a sustainable scaffold for a continuous development of 
actual dialogue skills.
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Reflective Practice-based Learning (RPL) in 
asynchronous learning spaces
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Abstract
This paper will be based on a study conducted in UCN’s continuing education 
department in 2021, whose purpose was to investigate the importance of the 
asynchronous activities in diploma programs. 20 students were included in the 
study, and the empirical material was obtained through interviews, surveys, 
and observations of the study activity. 

The results revealed three asynchronous learning spaces, an individual, a 
study-related and a practice-related, but the learning spaces also proved to be 
limitless in both time and place, i.e., the asynchronous learning spaces unfold 
somewhere between the theory and the practice, between physical and digital 
learning and between individual and social learning.

However, the study in 2021 also revealed some problems in applying RPL 
to an analysis of the reflection and learning processes that take place in the 
asynchronous space in general, but in the individual learning space specifically. 
Based on the dataset from 2021, this study will therefore investigate how the 
three key concepts that underpin RPL, experience, thinking and action, may 
contribute to an understanding of such asynchronous processes identified as an 
extended and multi-perspective space of reflection.

The purpose of the article is to examine the asynchronous learning processes 
in the light of the three key concepts that support RPL, experience, thinking 
and action, and thus seek answers to how the asynchronous learning spaces can 
form a framework for RPL-informed teaching and learning. The focus of the 
study will be the individual, asynchronous learning space.

Keywords
Reflective Practice-based Learning, asynchronous learning spaces, continuing 
education.
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Introduction
It is a condition for the diploma programs that they must provide the students 
with skills that are practice-relevant and application-oriented (Styrelsen for 
Forskning og Uddannelse, 2022). This requires a didactic framework that en-
sures that the students acquire new knowledge, skills and competences that 
can continuously qualify and develop practice. The continuing education area 
therefore needs a didactic framework that includes the adult students’ many 
professional experiences in a way that creates personal meaning in the learning 
process as well as a close link between theory and practice. At the University 
College of Northern Jutland, UCN, the programs are based on Reflective Prac-
tice-based Learning (RPL) as a common pedagogical understanding of learning 
and teaching. In RPL, experiences are seen as the starting point for the student’s 
reflection, learning, action, and thinking as a way of putting the actions in rela-
tion to oneself and the outside world (Horn et al., 2020). The overall purpose of 
the learning processes will therefore always be to create a connection between 
theory and the individual student’s practice.

The diploma programs are most often organized as part-time studies, and 
the study thus takes place in parallel with the students’ continued anchoring 
in their professional practice. The typical student therefore moves continuous-
ly between the role of student through participation in classes – physically or 
online – synchronously or asynchronously – and the role of professional prac-
titioner in daily practice. The extraordinary about the diploma programs is the 
many practical experiences of the adult students, which they bring with them 
into the new learning process. The close knowledge of an established practice, 
and what the practice calls for, therefore entails high demands on application 
possibilities and clear relevance. 

The offer of diploma programs at university colleges is the area of   education 
where the largest share offers continuing education (EVU) as fully or partial-
ly digital courses (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2019), and  the advantage of 
asynchronous learning processes is the high degree of flexibility, which means 
that the adult students can work with the teaching material exactly when it 
fits into their busy everyday life, when time must be prioritized between work, 
family and education.

According to Hrastinski (2008), reflection on complex topics – in e-learning 
contexts – takes place primarily asynchronously. This means that when reflect-
ing asynchronously on issues in practice, i.e. that the reflection is separated 
in time from the real-time interaction with the teacher and fellow students, 
the teaching style will change perspective; where traditional learning designs 
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include practice in teaching and connect this to relevant theories, in digitally 
supported, asynchronous contexts, teaching and theory are sent out in a given 
practice, independent of time and place. It is possible that practice thus will be 
encapsulated further, and that the theoretical perspectives therefore will emerge 
more clearly and contribute to making visible challenges and needs in practice. 

Examining the asynchronous learning processes in the light of the key con-
cepts of RPL, experience, thinking and action, this study seeks an answer to the 
research question: How can the asynchronous learning spaces form a frame-
work for RPL-informed teaching and learning? 

Background 
With digital technologies is it possible to interact with others regardless of time 
and place. In learning contexts this means, that the material that is taught at a 
given time, may first be processed, and acquired by the students at a later state. 
The asynchrony, flexibility and digital technologies also allow students to be 
present and learn both together and separately. 

In this article, asynchronous activities are understood as activities that are 
planned and initiated by the teacher and that are not preparatory reading of the 
syllabus, guidance, and exams. This can be, for example, video presentations, 
films, and podcasts. Learning logs, portfolio assignments, rubrics, empirical 
collection, testing, etc. are other examples of asynchronous activities. The ac-
tivities can be carried out alone, in self-selected or teacher-constructed study 
groups and/or with colleagues/management but are always carried out sepa-
rately from teaching in time and space. Asynchronous activities are digitally 
supported, most often in the form of a learning platform used on the courses, 
but mail and SoMe can also be included. The overall purpose of the activities 
will always be to create a connection between theory and the individual stu-
dent’s practice. In this article practice is understood as the professional practice 
that the students engage in during their working life, i.e., as a teacher, peda-
gogue, supervisor, etc. 

“The Learning That Takes Place” 
This article is based on the empirical material from a study that took place in 
UCN’s continuing education department in 2021, why the study and the study’s 
results are presented. 
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The focus of the study was to gain knowledge about how students in contin-
uing education reflect on their practice when the form of teaching is changed 
from the traditional physical attendance teaching to asynchronous digitally 
supported forms of learning.

The study identified several categories that describe what is important to 
adult students when they encounter a course of study where a large part of 
the learning takes place outside the formalized teaching framework - i.e., in 
their professional practice. The results showed that the learning that occurs 
in the asynchronous learning arena depends on and is linked to the learning 
that occurs in the synchronous arena. The synchronous and the asynchronous 
learning are tied together by the mutual influence between two core categories, 
“Motivation & Learning” and “Multiperspective & Extended Reflection Room” 
(Figure 1). 

Fig. 1. Multi-perspective and extended reflection spaces in an asynchronous learning 
context

The categories practice, participation and theory can be described as three mul-
ti-spectral learning and reflection spaces, from which motivation and learning 
arise, and where disturbances and scaffolding take place - while the multi-per-
spective and extended reflection spaces create calmness and space for contem-
plation and reflection. The dotted frame of the figure illustrates that the catego-
ries continuously influence and disturb each other.

The focus of this article will be the core category “Multiperspective & Ex-
tended Reflection Space”, since this “space” illuminates the diploma students’ 
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individual, asynchronous reflection and learning processes, and it is these pro-
cesses that this article seeks to address in the light of the three key concepts that 
support RPL, experience, thinking and action. 

Method 
The study “The Learning That Takes Place” was methodologically rooted in 
Grounded Theory, which is why the problem was investigated through a qual-
itative, exploratory design, where we sought to develop new knowledge based 
on empirical data. This meant that categories, properties, and connections 
between those were extracted from the empirical evidence, but where the re-
search question had been asked in advance, as described by Strauss and Corbin 
(1998), as the intention of the study was to gain insight into a specific issue. The 
data was subsequently processed based on Glaser’s (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 
analysis strategy.

The study design was structured as follows:

• Autumn 2020: Focus group interview with 5 diploma students. The in-
terview pointed out the following themes: Flexibility, repetitions/slow-
ness, scaffolding and insecurity in relation to one’s own understanding. 
The themes were incorporated into the interview guide.

• Spring 2021: Observations of the activity of 29 students on the Canvas/
Teams learning platform. The observation pointed out that writing, 
asynchrony, technology and learning platforms are no obstacle to com-
munication and interaction between students and teachers, but that it 
can be difficult and vulnerable to express attitudes and exchange learn-
ing understandings in a transparent learning environment. 

• Spring 2021: Survey among the teachers on UCN’s diploma and acade-
my courses, on their usage of asynchronous and online-based tools. The 
survey showed that the LMS is primarily used as an information and file 
sharing centre, and that the limited communication that occured, which 
relates to learning and reflection, takes place almost exclusively between 
the teacher and the individual student, via chat and e-mail. 

• Spring/Autumn 2021: Literature review shows that digitally supported 
learning processes on one hand meet the students’ need for geographical 
and temporal flexibility, but on the other hand require a high degree of 
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framework setting, structure, information, and clear instructions in rela-
tion to tasks and activities.

• Autumn 2021: 15 semi-structured interviews with informants who re-
present UCN’s continuing education. During 2021, the informants had 
participated in at least one diploma course, where synchronous and 
asynchronous activities had been alternated. 

Data from the 15 interviews were coded, thematized and categorized in ac-
cordance with the three steps of Grounded Theory (Hartman, 2005; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967): Open coding, axial coding, and selective coding1.

Analysis 
Kjærgaard et al. (2021) describes RPL as an understanding perspective that sets 
the framework for the student to acquire skills through experience, thinking 
and action to link professional knowledge with issues and experiences from 
professional practice. By focusing on professional communities at the same 
time as acquiring theoretical understandings, conditions are thus created for 
reflexive thinking that qualifies and develops professional action. Experience, 
thinking, and action exist not as isolated phenomena, but part of a dialectical 
relationship and are dependent on each other.

It appears from the white paper on RPL that the concept of reflection refers 
to a special form of critical thinking that is linked to action with the aim that the 
individual becomes better at acting (Wahlgren, Høyrup, Pedersen, & Rattleff , 
2002 in: Horn et al., 2020, p. 14). The white paper also refers to other theorists 
who have dealt with reflection in learning processes, e.g., Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 
Kolb, Mezirow and Schön. They all have in common that reflection is linked to 
action. Hence, there is agreement that reflection and action are not necessarily 
separate processes, but nevertheless it is pointed out, in the mention of Kolb’s 
model for experience-based learning, that the immediate, concrete experience is 
the basis for observation and reflection, on the basis of which a “theory” or some 
abstract concepts are formed, which in turn form the starting point for active 
experimentation that generates new concrete experiences (Horn et al., 2020, p. 
15). Thus, there is a form of procedural thinking behind Kolb’s theory of expe-
riential learning; something comes before something else, which is inconsistent 

1  For a more detailed description of the study’s design, method, and data processing, see 
Jensen & Olesen, 2022.
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with the findings that were made in the study by Olesen & Jensen (2022) and 
specifically in the core category “The multi-perspective and extended reflection 
space”. Here we find signs of a greater merging, a blurring of the boundaries be-
tween reflection and action, a more iterative and interfering process, where the 
informants express an integrative way of thinking because of reflexive plural-
ism. The informants express how their own practice is uncovered, understood, 
and clarified through the structures that the presented theory offers – at the 
same time that these understandings are shared and discussed with fellow stu-
dents’ multifaceted understandings of their own theory-practice relationships. 

In an asynchronous reflection space, there are two significant aspects that 
are presumed to impact reflection processes: Reflection becomes targeted, con-
crete, present, and relevant in the student’s professional practice – just as the 
time for reflection is extended, as it is placed in the periods between interac-
tions with the instructor and fellow students. It is reasonable to assume that 
time influences both the depth, complexity, and shifts in perspective within 
reflection processes.

Horn et al (2020) and Kjærgaard et al. (2021) refer to the relationship be-
tween theory and practice as being different types of relationship and refers to 
the understanding of the connection between thinking and action, where a dis-
tinction is made between the abstract nature of thinking and the concrete and 
context-dependent nature of action. Action is therefore considered a practice 
in which theory and practice are connected through reflexive thinking.

Knudsen (2021) presents four types of relationships between theory and 
practice, which offer an inclusive development potential for RPL’s dialectical 
starting point. The author thus argues that such an inclusive understanding of 
the theory-practice relationship enables a more varied didactic practice, since 
RPL’s dialectical theory-practice relationship leads to the exclusion of other 
forms of relationships2. 

The term “Interference” was identified in the empirical material from 2022 
as being a sub-category to the core category “The multi-perspective and ex-
tended reflection space”. “Interference” tries to encapsulate the continuous and 
mutually influencing relationship between theory and practice. Interference is 
a term borrowed from physics that describes a phenomenon where superim-
posed waves reinforce each other; i.e., that the simultaneous effect of two waves 
is equal to the sum of the effects of the waves separately (dictionary.com). The 
informants talk about how they have managed to adapt the theories to their 

2  Dichotomy, polarity, fusion and dialectic. 
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specific practice and how a greater understanding of practice has colored their 
understanding of the theories. This mutual impact on the understanding of 
theory-practice seems relatively pronounced in the study’s empirical data:

- Well then, we have the practical reality, and we have started to put the theory 
in there - and put reality into the theories - more than we did before.

Hence, interference cannot be categorized within the theory-practice rela-
tions presented by Knudsen (2022), since neither dichotomy, polarity, fusion 
nor dialectic encapsulate such a reinforcing and synergistic effect.

The fact that the asynchronous and extended reflection space is multi-per-
spective means that the interaction between the student’s experiences, reflec-
tion, and actions reinforces and enriches each other in such a way that the 
combined effect is greater than the sum of the contributions of the individu-
al factors. This synergy arises when a common theoretical foundation meets 
different practices, thus enabling changing reflexive positions for the students, 
through which they see their own and others’ nuances in the understanding of 
practice.

The study by Olesen & Jensen (2022) thus points out that the asynchronous, 
multi-perspective and interfering learning space offers some good conditions 
for reflexive practice learning, through which the students see their own and 
others’ analytical nuances in the understanding of practice. Pjengaard (2016) 
writes: “Reflexive practice learning is a collective term that is present when prac-
tice is illuminated, described and understood through one or more systematic the-
oretical optics, and when theories are combined and refined through insights into 
practice.

This means that the goal of RPL - in a continuing education context - is that 
the student, through reflection, becomes aware of the assumptions that under-
lie their own actions, and that the student can partly act based on this aware-
ness, and partly can achieve a higher understanding of themselves and their 
surroundings. This form of transformative learning requires critical reflection 
– and thereby a focus on the future and new, reflected actions in practice. One 
informant says:

- Well, it is also me who has developed as a person. So, you could say, normally 
you just do one thing or another, but now you might think more about why you 
do what you do.

However, interference, synergy and learning require reflection, and reflec-
tion requires us to be disturbed in our understandings. According to Kjærgaard 
et al. (2021), experiences function as a starting point for meaning-making 
processes and thus imply a learning potential. Learning requires a “collapse” 
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(Brinkmann, 2013 in: Kjærgaard et al., 2021) in the experiences of meaning, 
after which a process of recreating meaning begins with the purpose of regain-
ing the ability to act. In this process, it is the function of the theory to be a 
resonance space for the learner in the breakdown and to be helpful in estab-
lishing a new framework of understanding. Kjærgaard et al. (2021) describes 
how actions can be experienced as unexpected and thus give rise to confusion 
for a shorter or longer period, until understanding and meaning are created 
again. When the action is experienced as unexpected, it may be because the 
trader does not have a (sufficient) knowledge base (repertoire) for what can 
be expected. Should the meaning-making processes that Kjærgaard et al. here 
describes it, be understood as processual, polarized processes with the collapse 
on one hand, and the repertoire on the other, and theory that the reflection can 
play against?

According to Peter Jarvis, the answers to the discrepancies have the charac-
ter of social constructions and thus learning is influenced by the social context 
in which it takes place (Illeris, 2009). When we have arrived at a socially accept-
ed answer, we can again take the world for granted, unless the social situation 
has changed in the meantime. “[..] as we change, and others change through 
learning, the social world around us also changes, and in this way our taking it 
for granted gradually becomes more questionable. [..]. The same water does not 
flow under the same bridge twice, and therefore even what we take for granted is 
relative” (Illeris (ed.), 2009, p.49).

With digitalisation, not only new forms of learning spaces have emerged, 
but also new forms of communication channels such as social media, e-mails, 
facetime etc. Jahnke (2016) argues that there is an underway movement from 
interaction to “cross-action”, where increased digitization and new technologi-
cal developments create opportunities for new and more forms of communica-
tion spaces. In multiple cross-action spaces, students can, for example through 
social media, collaborate with fellow students, colleagues, and other networks; 
external resources can thus be drawn on in the traditionally defined study con-
text. In such “cross-action spaces” the whole world is brought into the teaching 
room. The student’s repertoire, i.e., the student’s stock of knowledge and skills 
gained through previous professional and personal experiences is thus not only 
relative and changeable – but also the access to and amount of knowledge and 
information is changeable and endless. The question is whether RPL can - and 
must - encapsulate constant change and increased access to an endless and rel-
ative world in relation to learning and education.
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Thinking is described by Kjærgaard et al. (2021) as individual, cognitive pro-
cesses that enable critical use of evidence-based knowledge and theoretical un-
derstandings as a prerequisite for well-thought-out and reasoned action. It also 
appears from Kjærgaard et al. (2021), that in the meaning-making process the 
student draws on clues such as concepts, expressions, techniques, etc., and “In 
teaching, the students’ repertoire is decisive for which and how many clues they 
can pick up” (p. 26).

The study by Olesen & Jensen (2022) identified the category “Extended re-
flection room” as an asynchronous learning room with permanent access to, 
for example, written comments and video presentations. The permanent tools 
make it possible to have the material repeated and thus create good conditions 
for the students’ acquisition process. An informant described how asynchro-
nous activities are experienced:

- During a day in class, you get so full. So, in the end it feels like the brain can’t 
take in anymore. So, I think that the benefit I get from it being placed in between 
(the teaching sessions) will be greater. …. then things have just had time to be 
digested.... 

Many informants attribute a positive meaning to the fact that time and rep-
etition make them feel better prepared for the synchronous parts of the teach-
ing. Feeling prepared for what is to be learned is interpreted in this context as 
feeling safe, i.e., not to be anxious and insecure, to maintain identity, self-es-
teem, and a sense of mastery. The feeling of unsafeness and uncertainty in the 
synchronous learning space can be prevented in the asynchronous learning 
space through, for example, video presentations and PowerPoints, but at the 
same time, a transparent, asynchronous learning space can create vulnerability 
and doubt when the students’ work must be made visible in permanent written 
forms to fellow students.

The category “Extended reflection room” is thus about learning at your own 
pace, and about learning when you are most comfortable and have time - and 
not least learning without feeling pressured and/or disturbed by others in a 
synchronous teaching situation; i.e. the pressure to pretend, for example, that 
you have understood the material because others are quicker to understand 
it - and/or feel disturbed by the fact that you have understood the material 
yourself, while others continue to ask questions about it. One informant talks 
about how the extended reflection room creates time and space to be disturbed 
and inspired – and to reflect on, synthesize and consolidate the new learning:

- When I’m working on such a module, it’s like constantly running 24/7 in the 
back of my head. And when I meet a colleague, or I read an article, or hear some-
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thing on television, or hear something on the radio, that is…bing. Then it’s just an 
association with some of what I’ve read about, or some of what I’ve been taught, 
or some of the discussions we’ve had.

The question is whether it is possible to delimit the asynchronous learning 
space to experience, thinking and action. The study by Olesen & Jensen (2022) 
showed, among other, that the learning, the reflections, the theoretical input, 
the discussions, etc. are almost like a messy and fused mass “in the back of the 
mind”, which emerges bit by bit when you go for a walk or hear something on 
the radio. It is possible that the asynchronous learning and teaching space is 
more a state of disruption, reflection and learning than an actual planned, or-
ganized, and structured space. 

Conclusion  
The purpose of the article was to examine the asynchronous reflection and 
learning processes in the light of the three key concepts that support RPL, expe-
rience, thinking and action, and thus sought answers to how the asynchronous 
learning spaces can form a framework for RPL informed teaching and learning.

The article points to some challenges in using RPL to illuminate the reflec-
tion and learning processes that take place in the asynchronous space. The 
challenges are partly due to the conditions to which the diploma programs are 
subject with asynchronous courses - and partly to the target group of the di-
ploma programmes, which are typically adults with many years of work experi-
ence and with both family and working life. They therefore often have a desire 
for flexibility when they seek continuing and education.

The analysis showed that a more iterative and interfering learning process 
can be identified in the asynchronous learning spaces than RPL suggests. In 
asynchronous contexts, the boundaries between reflection and action seem 
more fused and blurred. In addition, the theory-practice relationship in RPL 
was addressed, from which it emerged that both Horn et.al (2020) and Kjær-
gaard et al. (2021) point out that there are different types of relationships, while 
Knudsen (2022) defines RPL’s theory-practice relationship as being dialectical 
and thus excludes other types of relationships. The concept of interference was 
presented as a concept, a theory-practice relationship that encapsulates the re-
inforcing and synergistic effect identified in asynchronous contexts in the di-
ploma courses and with signs of transformative learning as a result. 

Questions are also raised as to whether RPL can - and must - encapsulate 
constant change and increased access to an endless and relative world in rela-
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tion to learning and education. In this connection, the article points to the op-
portunities and challenges that digitization and the information society cause.

Finally, the article highlights the conditions for the student’s individual cog-
nitive processes. Here it is shown that the asynchronous learning space offers 
optimal opportunities for both experiencing, thinking, and acting. An extend-
ed space for reflection thus provides an opportunity for contemplation, time, 
and repetition to ponder, synthesize, and solidify new learning.

The analysis was concluded with the question of whether it is possible to de-
limit the asynchronous learning space to experience, thinking and action. Fig-
ure 1 below seeks to encapsulate - and add - the possibilities in the asynchro-
nous learning space that the article has shown to be present. The figure is read 
from the outside in, i.e., that the condition “Asynchrony” allows for “Multispec-
tivity”, which allows for “Interference”, which in turn allows for “Transforma-
tive learning”, including the development of one’s own practice. The learning 
conditions take place within the framework of experience, thinking and action 
– in a digitized, fleeting, accessible and unlimited world.

Fig. 2. RPL in asynchronous contexts
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Abstract
Scandinavian nations face demographic challenges marked by an aging popula-
tion and a declining workforce (Søndergaard, 2016), intensifying the demands 
on their welfare systems. To sustain existing care standards efficiently, welfare 
technology is being introduced. This study examines how pedagogical and oc-
cupational therapy staff at municipal facilities for adults with developmental 
disabilities are reconsidering their practices by integrating welfare technology 
(Horn et al., 2020). Empirical findings from a follow-up research project linked 
to a 2020-2022 national initiative by KL - Local Government Denmark, aimed 
at testing welfare technology in municipal institutions for individuals with 
developmental disabilities, are presented. The follow-up research investigates 
welfare technology’s potential to reshape professional practices, alter roles, and 
transform work routines. It employs document analysis of project descriptions 
and conducts semi-structured interviews with employees. The study uncovers 
employees’ discovery of innovative applications for welfare technologies, ex-
tending beyond their original purposes. Framing reflection questions around 
these technologies provides insights into their practical professional potential. 
The research generates learning and contemplation questions based on em-
ployee reflections, offering resources for students interested in welfare technol-
ogy’s applications in activity and residential institutions. These questions cap-
ture employees’ professional considerations and the tacit knowledge they apply 
in using welfare technology. In summary, as demographic shifts strain welfare 
systems, this study explores how welfare technology integration prompts staff 
in facilities for individuals with developmental disabilities to reconsider their 
practices. Empirical findings highlight novel applications and professional po-
tential, informing future educational inquiries.
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Background
In the Nordic countries, welfare technology is used with the aim of providing or 
supporting welfare services within the municipal area. The special thing about 
welfare technology is that you cannot look at a given technology and see if it is a 
welfare technology, as it is the underlying purpose that gives the technology the 
status of welfare technology. But an important question is whether the various 
professionals who must provide welfare services with the technologies experi-
ence in practice that they are providing real welfare to the citizens. Likewise, 
the question is whether the employees can maintain the professional quality of 
the services with the welfare technology. The Nordic Council of Ministers has 
defined welfare technology as follows: “Welfare technology is technology that 
prevents, assists, or delivers welfare services” (Nordens välfärdscenter, 2017). 
That means that welfare technology can be both digital and non-digital arti-
facts. In general, at the municipal level, Denmark has used the three bottom 
lines when evaluating welfare technology, which aims to improve: 1) the work-
ing environment of the employees, 2) the quality of life of the citizens, and 
3) the use of resources (Center for Welfare Technology, 2017). The last eval-
uation parameter can be difficult to meet with welfare technology within the 
social area, as the citizen’s level of activity and function is very fluctuating, and 
as the citizen’s challenges can be very complex (Lassen, 2019; Lassen & Thy-
gesen, 2023). Welfare technology is associated with the Scandinavian countries, 
and the field of welfare technology research has a relatively short history, with 
the term ‘welfare technology’ first gaining prominence in 2007 (Søndergaard, 
2016) (Hansen, 2013). Consequently, when embarking on new welfare technol-
ogy projects in the Nordic municipalities, knowledge from technology imple-
mentation research in a broader context is drawn upon. Research in technol-
ogy within the field of care and support has significantly influenced the most 
recent developments in welfare technology research in the Nordic region. For 
instance, Pols’ meticulous ethnographic investigations into telecare practices 
in 2012 revealed how nurses and patients adapt and adjust care practices when 
telecare solutions are put into practical use. Furthermore, research from 2010 
emphasized that care does not necessarily entail fostering ‘warm’ interpersonal 
relationships and that material artifacts, including technological solutions, do 
not inherently engender more ‘cold’ interpersonal dynamics (Mol, Moser & 
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Pols, 2010). Instead, it underscores the necessity of reevaluating and analysing 
the role of technology in care and support work within the context of their in-
teractions (May, 2006) (May et al., 2009). Previous studies of welfare technology 
show that technology affects the context in which it is used (Sauzet et al. 2020; 
Lassen, 2019), and that the employees’ professional approaches and methods 
are often an overlooked perspective when a municipal practice wants to im-
plement welfare technology. In addition, the changes to employees’ practices 
often take place implicitly (Lassen, 2019). Precisely the overlooked employee 
perspective can contribute to the fact that the municipal management and ad-
ministration experience a given welfare technology differently from the front-
line employees who have to use the welfare technologies in their professional 
work (Lassen & Thygesen, 2023; Lassen, 2019). Based on these experiences, 
follow-up research is being carried out for a practice project called Promoting 
Citizens with Special Needs – Welfare Technology in activity and residential 
institutional services carried out by KL - Local Government Denmark. The 
purpose of the follow-up research project was to investigate whether different 
day care and residential facilities for adults with developmental disabilities who 
try self-selected welfare technology experience new professional opportunities 
with the welfare technologies and how. And what professional reflections do 
the professional make in this process. Whether there may be implicit or invis-
ible. The research questions of the follow-up research project addressed in this 
article:

• What professional reflections do employees make when testing welfare 
technology in their professional work, in the context of discovering new 
and different professional applications for welfare technology?

The response to this question should help shed light on the professional tech-
nological considerations that employees in practice must undertake when 
adapting to new technology. This, in turn, contributes to the development of a 
professional technology assessment model in the long run. Seven different mu-
nicipal activity and residential facilities participated in the follow-up research 
project, which tested a self-selected welfare technology that they wanted to test 
together with the citizens/residents. The collection of empirical data took place 
during the covid-19 epidemic, so it was not possible, as planned, to visit the 
institutions to observe how the employees and users used the welfare technolo-
gies. In order to have the opportunity to identify the more implicit possibilities, 
more questions (with inspiration from Reflective Practical Learning) are pre-
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pared for the employees with the aim of identifying new and unexpected pro-
fessional application possibilities with the welfare technologies. Questions that 
make it possible for the employees during the interviews to reflect in retrospect 
on their technology trials, based on the action goals and sub-goals which they 
are otherwise working towards. All citizens/residents within the social area are 
given action targets that the employees must help the citizen/residents to work 
towards.

Methods
The follow-up research project has examined seven institutions that signed up 
for the practice project initiated by KL - Local Government Denmark (with the 
aim of testing a self-selected welfare technology). Two of the institutions chose 
to test the same welfare technology (Lassen, et al., 2022. p.62). The table below 
presents the empirical basis of the follow-up research study, the institutions 
examined and types of welfare technology that the various institutions have 
chosen to test. 

Table 1. Overview of investigated institutions and type of welfare technologies

Number: Type of institution and 
municipality:

Type of welfare technology:

1 Activity offers in Hillerød 
Municipality

VR technology

2 Residential institution in Køge 
Municipality

Exercise technology with screen

3 Residential institution in 
Skanderborg Municipality

Interactive communication 
platform

4 Activity offers in Esbjerg 
Municipality

Interactive projects that project 
images onto table surfaces and floor 
surfaces

5 Residential institution in 
Gladsaxe Municipality

Sensory stimulation Technology

6 Residential institution in 
Aalborg Municipality

Digital interactive knowledge, 
teaching and learning platform

7 Residential institution in Greve 
Municipality

Digital interactive knowledge, 
teaching and learning platform
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All institutions initially drew up a written description of their own institution, 
the selected welfare technology, and the expected purpose/goal of testing the 
welfare technology. These descriptions are included as empirical evidence and 
are used as preparation for interviewing the employees after the test. Seven 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with employees in each institution. 
The employee who is selected for the interview has been there the entire test 
period and has either a pedagogical background or occupational therapist. The 
interviews had a duration of 60 – 90 minutes per interview. All interviews were 
recorded on a dictaphone and subsequently transcribed. The interview guide 
is designed based on the framework of the semi-structured lifeworld interview 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, pp. 22-45). This is done to capture the employees’ 
own experiences of new and different application possibilities for the welfare 
technology (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 45). And as a result, provoke possi-
ble professional reflections in connection with this. Each interview represents 
an individual institution (case) and is coded for patterns and selected themes. 
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) present 7 generic steps from thematic interviews 
to reporting results. The interview guide is designed following these steps, and 
the empirical material in this article is analysed using the same model.
In addition, KL - Local Government Denmark held a start-up workshop for 
all institutions where they presented their own institution and selected welfare 
technology. This start-up workshop was observed, and field notes have been 
taken which are included as empirical evidence and background material for 
the design of the interview guide. In addition, observations were made in one 
of the institutions before the Covid-19 shutdown. Based on the follow-up re-
search, a Danish-language report has been prepared which presents and de-
scribes the examined institutions and welfare technology in more depth, these 
descriptions have been sent for validation at the institutions (Lassen, et al., 
2022).

In summary, the methodological steps of the study are delineated in the table below. 
Table 2. Overview of the methodological steps.
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Steps:

1 Review of the institutions’ own descriptions pertaining to the institution 
itself, its constituents, including citizens and employees, and the 
pedagogical methods and approaches employed. (Data: the institutions’ 
own descriptions – background materials).

2 Observations of the startup workshops. (Data: field notes - background 
materials).

3 Interviews. (Data: audio recordings and transcriptions).

4 Analyse of interviews data. 7 generic steps from thematic interviews to 
reporting results.

Thematization
Design (The interviews are designed based on a questioning guide that 
encourages pursuing questions in a direction that yields depth in relevant 
answers, i.e., probing).
Interview (The interviews were conducted via video conferencing).
Transcription (The interviews were recorded and transcribed).
Analysis (The transcriptions are analysed, focusing on expressions of 
employees’ new and different application possibilities for the welfare 
technology).
Verification (The interpretation of interviews has been verified by having 
interviewees review the analyses).
7. Reporting (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

Theoretical resources
The follow-up research project takes its theoretical basis in Science and Tech-
nology Studies (STS) and Reflective Practice Learning (Horn, et al., 2020). Sci-
ence and Technology Science is an interdisciplinary and socio-technical field of 
research where the focus is on how social aspects, value aspects and technical 
aspects are linked together. The socio-technical research tradition zooms in on 
the connections that new technologies facilitate, for example between different 
actors, values, interests, needs and opportunities that the welfare technology 
must meet and especially which adaptations that the technology requires (La 
Cour, et al., 2017). This also means that the preconception with such a theoret-
ical starting point is that welfare technology is not used in a vacuum, but in a 
context. Welfare technology can thus not be seen as passive tools for carrying 
out welfare services, but as artefacts that shape and are shaped in the context 
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in which they are used (Moser & Thygesen, 2019, p. 49). It also means that you 
cannot analyse welfare technology as one thing without considering the val-
ues, relationships, networks and forms of organization that the various actors 
and welfare technology create together (Moser & Thygesen, 2019, p. 50). An 
STS-theoretical research approach thereby provides the opportunity to analyse 
the various welfare technologies in a social context and investigate how the 
technology affects the conditions for delivering welfare services (in this case, 
supporting the citizens/residents in working towards their goals with the wel-
fare technologies). Concretely, the starting point is the Norwegian framework 
- which is six core questions for examining welfare technology in practice de-
veloped by Moser and Thygesen (2019):

1. Which challenges and needs are considered?
2. Which values must be implemented?
3. Which actors are involved?
4. How are roles, tasks and responsibilities distributed?
5. What skills, capacity and other resources are required?
6. Evaluation – Which negotiations, adjustments, adaptations and learning 

processes take place? (Moser & Thygesen, 2019, p. 45)

The six core questions deal with uncovering and understanding the context in 
which the welfare technology is tested, and possibly implemented. And they 
contain a look back at the testing of the welfare technology, also described as 
evaluation, where there is a focus on the processes that take place with the 
welfare technology in relation to work routines. In the evaluation of technol-
ogy testing, there is an assessment of which negotiations, adjustments, adap-
tations and learning processes that the employees have gone through in order 
to be able to use the welfare technology in practice. But it can be difficult for 
the employees to explain and observe all these negotiations and adaptations as 
they often take place implicitly for the employee, what Suchman describes as 
behind the employee’s back (Suchman, 1995). To get the employees to take a 
look back at their own welfare technology testing and reflect on their own work 
in relation to the technology (Horn et. al., 2020), another theoretical perspec-
tive is included in the design of the interview guide that is Reflective practice 
learning (RPL) (Horn et al., 2020). Reflective Practice Learning can be defined 
as reflection in relation to practice with theoretical analysis and practical syn-
theses (Horn et. al., 2020. p. 13). Reflective practice learning is described i.a. 
in the white book based on three concepts – experience, thinking and action. 
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The concept of experience must be understood broadly so that it contains both 
perception and experience that originates from a given situation. By placing 
the concept of experience as one of three central concepts for Reflective Prac-
tice Learning, we draw, among other things, on the conceptual apparatus for 
experiential learning, which is known among others from Kolb (1984). This 
emphasizes the central role that perception and the resulting experience play 
in the learning process (Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Lave & Wenger,1991). 
The interviews with the employees are structured based on these three central 
concepts. First, questions on concrete experiences with welfare technology are 
asked. The employees are encouraged to explain a specific situation (a specific 
citizen, with specific physical and/or cognitive challenges), which action goals 
are being worked on for this specific citizen/resident, and which opportunities 
and challenges does the technology entail in relation to the pedagogical/ther-
apeutic work carried out for the citizen/resident. Until then, the question is 
whether the technology has an effect on the goals that have been set for the cit-
izen/resident otherwise. In an RPL perspective, an experience is a specific and 
complicated relationship between an individual and the outside world (includ-
ing welfare technology), where the individual and the outside world “do some-
thing to each other”. The experience thus functions as a meaningful perspective 
in the (learning) process and situates the individual in a context (Horn et. al., 
2020. p.16) and brings the employee back to the situation with the citizen/res-
ident and the welfare technology. This also means that the interview questions 
are developed during the interviews, and that it is the employees’ experiences 
that form the starting point for developing the further questions.

The subsequent questions in the interview guide thus focus on what Horn 
et al (2020) describe as thinking and action. Reflective thinking in connection 
with the concrete actions, including the outcome of the technology tests, where 
previous experiences with the citizen/resident are activated (Wegner, 1998). 
Here, a question could be: what action targets are you working on in relation 
to this citizen/resident otherwise? Can you see that the technology can in any 
way support or extend the professional approaches which you otherwise use with 
this citizen/resident and effort goal? In this way, the employee can formulate 
concrete descriptions of what happens when welfare technology is included in 
their own practice. And it is examined in retrospect whether the welfare tech-
nology helps to change anything other than what was expected of the welfare 
technology before the tests were carried out. In this way, meaning is created 
in different situations with the welfare technology. A reflection process takes 
place where employees become aware of how they have worked with the wel-
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fare technologies and how they can act professionally with welfare technology 
in other similar situations in the future.

This also means that the questions that are designed and adapted to each 
individual employee in the follow-up research study, and the reflections that 
the employees make during the interview, are part of the results, meaning that 
others can learn from these questions which the employees helped to develop 
during the interviews on the basis of their experiences and the professional re-
flections that the employees make during the interviews (Schön, 1983). These 
questions and reflections are written down and can be used as teaching mate-
rial for students who want to learn how to use welfare technology within the 
area of activity and residential institutions (Lassen et al., 2022). The reflection 
questions also visualize the implicit (Suchman, 1995) professional actions and 
reflections that the employees make use of in their daily work with the citizens/
residents.

Results
Analysis of the empirical evidence from the seven institutions illuminates the 
reflections made by the employees during the testing of the self-selected welfare 
technologies. These reflections shed light on the professional considerations 
and adjustments that the employees had to make to integrate the technologies 
into their professional work with various individuals presenting diverse phys-
ical and cognitive challenges. As previously described, two out of the seven 
institutions opted to test the same welfare technology, namely a digital interac-
tive knowledge, teaching, and learning platform (Lassen et al., 2022). The expe-
riences from these two institutions are jointly presented. The results section is 
divided into six subsections with their own headings.

Activity offers in Hillerød Municipality - VR technology
Professional reflections related to this context and the chosen technology:

How do I examine / observe whether the user has a positive experience of the VR 
technology – what signs do I observe? (Does the citizen become more calm / rest-
less during and/after using the VR technology? In what way do you read positive 
experiences in the citizen in other situations, and can you transfer these signs 
when the VR technology is used?)
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How can VR technology be used to gain new knowledge about the citizen - how 
do I use VR technology to gain more knowledge about, for example, the citizen’s 
life history and to motivate the citizen? (What questions do I ask along the way? 
What emotions does the VR technology trigger in the citizen – and do these emo-
tions trigger experiences from the past?)

How can VR technology be used to raise or lower arousal in the citizen? (For ex-
ample, which situations, images, colours and sounds affect the citizen and in what 
way?) (Lassen, et. al., 2022. p. 25).

Residential institution in Køge Municipality - Exercise technology 
with screen
Professional reflections related to this context and the chosen technology:

How do you get the citizens to be involved in the entire implementation 
process of the exercise technology – and not just to use the exercise bike for the 
recordings? (Involve the citizens in: the idea phase, acquisition of the technology 
or development of the technology. Can you find different elements of the technol-
ogy that motivate different citizens?)

How can exercise technology be used to gain new knowledge about the cit-
izen? (How can you, as a professional, gain new knowledge about the citizen(s) 
who participate in the implementation process of the technology – involve the 
citizen’s technology skills – teach other citizens and employees alike?)

Can/how can the socialization aspects from this project be transferred to 
new activities (is it possible)? (How can the knowledge that has emerged here be 
included across specialist groups on welfare technology, and what does this mean 
for the work?) (Lassen, et. al., 2022. p. 32).

Residential institution in Skanderborg Municipality - Interactive 
communication platform
Professional reflections related to this context and the chosen technology:

What citizen needs, pedagogical challenges or wishes forms the basis for the 
interest in the digital communication platform? (How can you include the citi-
zens’ perspectives and prerequisites in the considerations? What special employee 
perspectives must be considered?).

With the introduction of a digital communication tool, are there any under-
lying pedagogical values that we take for granted? (Is increased independence 
always a positive thing for a citizen, or is there also a downside? And if so – how 
can we consider this in the organization of the pedagogy around the use of digital 
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tools? Will increased independence lead to more involvement for the citizen – if 
applicable, in relation to what, who and when, and how do we relate to it as em-
ployees? Or, is increased communication always an advantage - if applicable, for 
whom and in relation to what?).

What conditions are present in our practice that could conceivably have an 
impact on the experience of success when introducing a digital communication 
tool? (How will it affect the citizens - opportunities and limitations? How will it 
affect the working environment - opportunities and limitations? Is there anything 
you can consider prior to the test to reduce any burdens and support a good expe-
rience for citizens and employees?) (Lassen, et. al., 2022. p. 44).

Activity offers in Esbjerg Municipality - An Interactive project 
Professional reflections related to this context and the chosen technology:

How do you as an employee learn what the technology can be used for in 
professional work? (Which pedagogical considerations about citizens’ needs 
precede the desire for technology? How do we maintain a professional view of 
what happens between citizens and technology in everyday life, so that it does not 
become just another activity? How do you observe this, and how do you share this 
knowledge with colleagues?).

How can the technology be used to identify new knowledge about the cit-
izen? (Can this be done more systematically – so that part of the purpose of the 
technology is to gain new knowledge about the citizen?).

How do you share knowledge of, and interest in, technology to colleagues in 
a busy everyday life? (How do you find time to test the technology? How do you 
pass on your knowledge of the technology to other close colleagues and/or inter-
disciplinary staff with whom you collaborate - also in relation to specific citizens?) 
(Lassen, et. al., 2022. p. 52).

Residential institution in Gladsaxe Municipality - Sensory 
stimulation Technology
Professional reflections related to this context and the chosen technology:

What knowledge do you as an employee need about the citizen in order to 
use sensory stimulation technology? (How will you get this knowledge? Research 
methods? Stimulation Principles?)

In which situations could you imagine that the citizens which you are work-
ing with could benefit from sensory stimulation technology? (Are there cer-
tain situations where the citizen has difficulty concentrating? Are there situations 
where the citizen becomes externalising? Do you experience that the citizen seeks 
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sensory stimulation through the environment or something else that could be re-
placed by sensory stimulation technology).

How do you read whether a citizen wants one form of sensory stimulation 
rather than another? (How and what does the citizen seek in terms of sensory 
stimulation? How do you identify the citizen’s wishes in terms of sensory stimula-
tion if the citizen does not have a verbal language?) (Lassen, et. al., 2022. p. 59).

Residential institution in Aalborg & Greve Municipality - Digital 
interactive knowledge, teaching and learning platform
Professional reflections related to these two contexts and the selected technol-
ogy:

How do you get the employees and citizens to be involved in the entire im-
plementation process for the welfare technology? (Involve the employees and 
citizens who helped choose and acquire the technology. Can the technology be 
“used” / have more opportunities that motivate different citizens?).

How can technology be used to gain new knowledge about the citizen and 
support the employees’ professionalism? (How can you, as a professional, gain 
new knowledge about the citizen(s) participating in the implementation process 
– involve the citizen’s technology skills – teach other citizens and employees alike? 
How can you, as a professional, involve the citizen in the work with documenta-
tion?).

Can/how can professional aspects from this project be transferred to your 
own practice/own activities and is it possible? (How can knowledge about wel-
fare technology and about citizens, which has emerged here, be included across 
professional groups and what does this mean for the work?) (Lassen, et. al., 
2022. p. 67).

Conclusion and development perspectives
It is possible to identify new unforeseen professional opportunities through the 
use of welfare technology in activity and residential institutions. The welfare 
technologies help to shape and change the professional practice, including the 
ways in which the employees work with action goals together with the citizens/
residents. The employees find new ways to support the citizens/residents to 
socialize and interact with each other. For example, an exercise technology that 
is connected to a screen act as a common third. Other residents can follow the 
cycle route on the screen that the resident on the exercise bike is using. The 
screen with the well-known cycle route attracts other residents who spontane-
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ously come and sit down and watch. The technology may not initiate exercise 
as expected for the other residents, but it makes them socialize and converse 
with each other. This example also shows that welfare technologies transform 
the role of employees from being active activity initiators to observers. The em-
ployees can withdraw and observe the residents’ interaction and possibly take 
this observed knowledge with them to other situations.

In the same way, welfare technologies influence and transform the roles of em-
ployees and residents. In the example with the exercise bike and the screen, 
the employees, and residents themselves filmed the bike routes. And in some 
situations, the residents can teach the employees something new in relation 
to filming and using the GoPro cameras. And it provided a different kind of 
motivation for the residents to work with the technologies. Here they had the 
opportunity to teach the employees something new.

In conclusion, the follow-up research shows generally that it is important that 
the trained professionals have a critical analytical view on welfare technology 
(Wahlgren et al., 2002) in their own practices and are able to assess whether 
a given welfare technology influences and changes professional routines and 
approaches. Moreover, whether welfare technology contributes with positive 
and/or negative perspectives. It is also important that there is an opportunity 
for the professionals to ask critical Reflective questions about their own prac-
tice with technology (Rolfe & Freshwater, 2020; Wenger, 1998; Schön, 1987; 
Schön, 1992) and not simply include the welfare technologies without assess-
ing and investigating whether such technologies affect the professional practice 
that is carried out in relation to the welfare technologies. Here it is important 
to distinguish whether the welfare technologies are typical profession-oriented 
technologies (Lassen & Kjærgaard, 2022) of which the employees already have 
knowledge, or whether they are new welfare technologies with which the em-
ployees do not yet have extensive experience. Finally, the follow-up study addi-
tionally shows that new, unknown welfare technologies require a focused effort 
by the professionals to implement and maintain the technology in practice.

Limitations
This study was conducted as a follow-up research project in which employees 
at the investigated institutions autonomously selected their welfare technolo-
gy. Frequently, management and organizational perspectives can influence the 
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choice of welfare technologies to be implemented in municipalities, and this 
influence is likely to have affected the outcomes of this study. Furthermore, it 
is plausible that the same welfare technologies may yield divergent results in 
alternative contexts. The study is based on extensive interview material. The 
study could be enhanced by incorporating in-depth observations of how em-
ployees utilized the technologies to identify the more implicit usage possibili-
ties for the employees.
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Making the Case for Less Practice in Practice-
Based Education 
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Abstract
Practice-based and practice-oriented teaching is a cornerstone of educational 
programs at Danish University Colleges. From this, it follows that working with 
theory is justified by its applicability and prescriptive power in the context of 
practice with particular emphasis on determining the best course of action. 
However, such a hierarchical weighing of practice over theory is ever in danger 
of disproportionately fashioning thinking and action as an instance of dubious 
instrumentality. This paper will attempt to put some light and shade on how 
theory is valuated in practice-based education by advancing a critique of the 
notion that theory must find some sort of instantiation in relation to practice in 
order to have merit in the educational context of University Colleges. Finding 
inspiration in Timothy Morton’s concept of hyperobjects and Hannah Arendt’s 
educational thinking, this paper will argue that the context of practice can be 
understood as a hyperobject and that this should caution against an instrumen-
tal understanding of practice-based education. On this backdrop it is argued 
that education can be seen as learning-in-between, as put forward by Andrea 
English, to develop an educational approach that retains a degree of tension 
and resistance with practice by not letting theory prescribe or apply directly 
to practice. Thus, instead of thinking theory and practice as a relationship in 
which the former serves the latter, this paper will argue for an Arendtian con-
ception of theory and practice that leaves more room for the pure activity of 
thinking in practice-based education.

Keywords
Practice, Hyperobjects, Arendt, Thinking, Educational Discontinuity 
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Introduction
By ministerial order, Danish University Colleges are obliged to be practice- 
and application-oriented. This can be understood as part of a wider practical 
turn (Forman, 2018; Stern, 2003) within politics and debates about education 
and what education is for. Various discussions are evidence that more prac-
tice in general are perceived to be desirable, whether this is by way of arguing 
for further applied research closer to practice (Knudsen et al., 2020), a more 
practice-based school as opposed to the perception that the school has under-
gone a process in which it has become superabundantly academic (Danmarks 
Lærerforening, 2018), or teacher students that requests realistic and applied 
theory (Böwadt & Vaaben, 2021). As part of the 2013 reform of the Danish 
teacher education, former minister of higher education and science, Morten 
Østergaard, argued that the new reform should match the needs one-to-one of 
the primary and lower secondary education (Uddannelses- og Forskningsmin-
isteriet, 2013). More recently and anticipating the newest reform, the then min-
ister of higher education and science, Ane Halsboe-Jørgensen, likewise argued 
that in order to prepare teacher students for the job as teachers, they should be 
taught only practice-oriented theories with clear applicative potential (Dørge, 
2021). For politicians and some within educational discourses, it would seem, 
the educational practices at University Colleges, and more generally perhaps, 
should be highly instrumental. It is only natural that this line of thinking to 
some extent permeates educational discourses and practices at the institutions 
in question given their proximity to specific fields of professional practice.

In Wilfred Carr’s seminal study on different theories of theory and practice, 
two dominant conceptions of the relation between theory and practice can be 
discerned. Carr has designated these “the practical approach” and “the applied 
science approach”. In the former approach, theories are understood to inform 
practitioners with a comprehension of what constitutes “good” practice and 
expedient action in practice. In the latter approach, theories are considered 
to be objective evidence and are understood as something that derives from 
empirical examinations from which there are deduced abstract principles that 
can then be applied as guiding principles and regulations of action in practice 
(Carr, 1986; Haastrup et al., 2013). However, both the “practical” and the “ap-
plied science” approach are grounded in somewhat straightforward assump-
tions about our access to practice as well as what exactly constitutes practice, 
and these approaches therefore credulously fail to observe what we will call 
the incomprehensibility of practice. To understand this incomprehensibility, and 
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why it can be difficult to identify what works in practice, we ask the question 
Does more practice-based education make sense in a University College context? 
and propose to tentatively employ Timothy Morton’s concept of hyperobjects, 
as a new way to appreciate the difficult relation between theory and practice. 

Practice as a Hyperobject
The concept of hyperobjects, as put forward by Morton, is an attempt to un-
derstand being and objects within an object-oriented ontology.  Hyperobjects, 
Morton mentions global warming, black holes, and oil fields as examples, are 
hyper, because they are characterized by five properties: viscosity, nonlocality, 
temporal undulation, phasing, and interobjectivity (Morton, 2013).  Although 
Morton does not use hyperobjects for educational purposes, we will in this 
short paper contend that hyperobjects can be a fruitful analytical concept when 
intimating our relations to and the nature of practice.

Practice can be understood to have viscous properties, for practice is both 
malleable, intransigent, and sticky all at the same time. We impress on prac-
tice and yet it eschews our impressions, and it sticks to the beings and objects 
that gets involved with it, as what takes place in practice also remains outside 
of practice and influences other “objects” that are nevertheless disparate from 
the practice in question. Practice is also nonlocal and a distributed thing so 
large that we can only perceive it in bits. We might think we know where to 
find practice, but any specific unfolding of practice, whether in the lab of a 
bio analyst or at a building site, is only a local and partial manifestation of the 
practice itself. The nonlocality of practice is only further underscored when 
one appreciates the reflective dimension of practice as part of practice itself. 
Although practice pertains to human activity, it is extended or stretched in tem-
poral undulations that exceeds the individual’s comprehension. The practice of 
nursing or of teaching temporally exceeds the present moment, yet the future 
and past invariably unfold within the present instantiation of practice. Practice 
thus phases in and out of our apprehension; regularity gives us a false sense of 
time and space, but we can only engage with and experience practice in bits. 
The apparent circumspection of practice is simply a function of our finite com-
prehension. And lastly, practice inhabits an interobjective system, a cobweb of 
interdependent objects – of other practices and other materialities and can as 
such hardly be delimited from this mesh. 

For these, in this short paper rather compressed, reasons, practice is simulta-
neously intangible and tangible; practice is unfathomable and impenetrable and 
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yet there we are, already entangled in it. Perceiving practice as an hyperobject 
thus means coming to terms with our ineptitude in all approaches to practice, 
for practice is, as Peim and Stock underline concerning educational practice: 
“Impossible to grasp in its tentacular, capillary form, difficult to engage with as a 
whole, a phenomenon that operates on a scale that is impervious to specific inter-
ventions” (Peim & Stock, 2022, p. 258). Practice is, for the mindful practitioner, 
broken and out of joint; in its incomprehensibility, like any other hyperobject, 
it is horrifying, terrifying, and petrifying (Morton, 2013, p. 59). Practice needs 
deference, curiosity, and imagination if we are to work in and with it.

A Suspension of Practice
The hyperness of practice makes it difficult to grasp and making sense of, as we 
are already outpaced by practice. If we accept the premise that practice can be 
understood as an hyperobject, we need to define other ways to valuate the rela-
tionship between theory and practice in practice-based education. Paradoxical 
as it may seem, practice-oriented education should perhaps then be less con-
cerned with entertaining practice. 

To make a case for less practice we turn to Hannah Arendt and her thinking 
on education, and her argument that it is not the job of schools to imitate or af-
firm society (Arendt, 2006). Although Arendt was concerned with the school-
ing of children, practice-based and -oriented education should similarly, due 
to the hyperness of practice, neither attempt to imitate a particular practice, 
nor should it affirm a particular practice. Any such endeavor is ill-fated from 
the outset. The hyperness of practice troubles any attempt at approximating 
practice, and for this reason practice-based and -oriented education should, 
correspondingly with what Arendt suggested for the primary schooling system, 
operate with a degree of suspension of practice (see also Masschelein & Simons, 
2013, p. 27). The hyperness of practice calls for a suspension, especially due to 
the type of actions that should take place in practice.

Following Arendt, our bodily and performative engagement with practice 
can be understood as taking two different forms: as behavior and as action. 
Behavior is in some sense animalistic or robotic as it is not endowed with mind, 
i.e., informed by intention, knowledge, emotions, and so on. It is stimuli re-
sponse, whether these stimuli go through the senses or prescriptions provided 
by the applied sciences. It is borderline behaviorism and, according to Arendt, 
has become a cornerstone of human activity in modernity (Arendt, 1998, p. 
45). However, the very core of institutionalizing educational training around 
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future practitioners is inimical to the idea that engaging with practice should be 
dictated by behavioral patterns. The mere incidental nature of behavior would 
not be able to weather the vortex that is practice, for any activity in practice 
requires the practitioner to be both thinking, willing, and judging. For this rea-
son, what is required is practitioners capable of action, which is the only en-
gagement with practice that can confront its hyperness. But action, in Arendt’s 
line of thinking, precludes committing ourselves to the naïve assumptions of 
what Carr labels the “practical” and “applied science” approach to theory and 
practice. Action is unpredictable because it creates a novelty that exceeds sta-
tistics and probability (Arendt, 1998, p. 190f). Action, unlike behavior, Arendt 
argues, is closely interconnected with thinking, willing, and judging – key capa-
bilities of the human mind – but acting, Arendt also emphasizes, renders think-
ing impossible, because thinking requires a withdrawal physically or mentally. 
In The Life of the Mind, Arendt’s own response to her previous focus on the vita 
activa, she, therefore, argues that we need to withdraw from “this world and its 
evidential nature” to think (Arendt, 1978, p. 56). Thus, practice requires actors 
capable of action, and action necessitates thinking.

Through action, novelty is introduced to the world, and it is the job of theory 
to make new adequate categories to comprehend this novelty which cannot be 
comprehended with familiar terms. The construction of categories is a naming 
of the novel that appropriates and desalinates it (Arendt, 1978, p. 100). Accord-
ingly, familiar terms leave the practitioner in reflective poverty and unable to 
engage properly with the hyperness of practice, for as Theodor Adorno argued, 
familiar terms do not allow what is heterogenous (Adorno, 2017, p. 28). For 
Adorno, to think is to identify things and thus the appearance of identity lies at 
the very heart of thinking; however, what is conceptualized is never identical 
to the concept. For things, Adorno would argue, are never exhausted by their 
concepts, for there is always a surplus, a heterogenous moment which concepts 
are unable to grasp (Adorno, 2017, p. 21). Returning to Arendt, the construc-
tion of new adequate categories therefore requires imagination and independ-
ent thinking (see Bernstein, 1977, p. 150), which transgresses the behaviorism 
of behavior as well as the limits of the instrumental reason. In continuation 
of Kant, Arendt distinguishes between two different forms of thinking: the 
Verstand which apprehends perceptions of appearances, and Vernunft which 
conceive and comprehend meaning (Arendt, 1978, p. 57). An action can be ap-
prehended in its immediacy through the Verstand but conceiving the meaning 
of the whole requires the contemplative effort of the Vernunft, and it is the priv-
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ilege of the spectator and not the actor to conceive the meaning (Arendt, 1978, 
p. 96). The comprehension of practice, therefore, demands that we stop acting. 

With Arendt and an apprehension of the hyperness of practice, we see that 
straight or causal connections between theory and practice are precluded. We 
therefore need a practice-oriented education where non-applicative theories 
as well as time away and withdrawal from practice are acknowledged as not 
only legitimate modes of practice orientations but also as thoroughly necessary 
modes.

Towards an Education of Discontinuity
In summation, there should be less practice in practice-based education be-
cause practice-based education to a greater extent should support student’s 
capabilities to think and act. In this revised valuation of theory and practice, 
education can instead be interpreted as what Andrea English calls learning 
in-between (English, 2014). The in-between in education is where students 
through difficulties, doubt, and struggles are creating encounters with new and 
unfamiliar ways of thinking and understanding, that may not be practice-based 
but nevertheless provide pivotal possibilities to interact with practice as a hy-
perobject. The in-between experience of education is where teachers interrupt 
their students, make productive struggles (see Murdoch et al., 2020), confronts 
them with something unknown, something non-transferable, and create an ex-
perimental space where they get an opportunity to learn about themselves, the 
world, and others. To make it possible for future practitioners to think and act 
in a meaningful way with a practice that is inherently hyper, we need to put 
practice in brackets, withdraw from it, and engage with education as learning 
in-between.

Whether practice can indeed be conceived of through the concept of hyper-
objects will by all means require further and more detailed examinations that 
exceeds the limitations of this inescapable concise and tentative paper. How-
ever, as it is clear that we cannot predict the future, it should be clear that we 
cannot fully comprehend the behemoth that is practice. We can have hopes 
and inform our practice with theory and experience about what we did the 
last time, but it is never enough to provide the sole content for practice-based 
education and learning. A particularized and affirmative practice-based educa-
tion that tells the students what to do and what works cannot guide students in 
perceiving the whole. As English states, it will not help them appreciate conse-
quences nor allow them to contemplate their own choices and action (English, 
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2014, p. 33). Acknowledging the hyperness of practice necessitates an education 
of discontinuity that gives the students the possibility to withdraw, physically 
and mentally, from practice in order to cultivate their imagination and inde-
pendent thinking. Without it, they are marooned with only familiar concepts 
and behavior at their disposal. 
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Building Professional Identity
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Abstract
The learning curve is steep and the pace of work high when students leave their 
educational institution for an internship. Students initially focus on learning 
the craft and adapting, but the purpose of education is also sub-jectification - a 
more autonomous and critical thinking about what difference you personally 
make and how you can contribute (Biesta, 2011). A fact that is central to reflec-
tive practice-based learning (Horn et al., 2021). 

The pedagogical ambition at the Danish School of Media and Journalism 
(DMJX) is, through reflective prac-tice-based learning, to give students an ex-
perience of theory and practice relating meaningfully to each other. 

This project focuses on how we can create learning activities for students 
during the internship that are per-ceived as relevant, promote reflection, and 
support the formation of a professional identity.

Over seven months we have worked with a small group of students, explor-
ing different approaches to encou-rage critical reflection and support profes-
sional identity formation. The group has had to relate selected organi-zational 
and cultural theories to their internships, and they have worked with sample 
actions inspired by action research, on which we have drawn methodologically.

With the project we aim to develop methods to bridge practice and theory 
and explore the possibilities of cre-ating time and space for reflection and criti-
cal thinking when the internship is the learning arena. Since we have not gath-
ered all empirical data this paper will focus on our theoretical and methodolog-
ical approach, the action research process and some preliminary observations.

Keywords
Reflective Practice-based Learning, Professional identity, Theory-Practice, 
Communities of Practice, Action Research, Internship
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Introduction
The journalism programme, like all other PBA programmes, alternates between 
school and internship, but differs from most by having a single paid internship 
period of 18 months (Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2022). During the intern-
ship period, contact with the school is limited to one trainee day per semester, 
when the team of about 90 students is gathered at the school.   

Students have a monthly learning day at the placement site, which is respon-
sible for the content and organization which varies between placements. These 
measures are agreed upon through collective labour agreements and are there-
fore beyond the influence of the educational institution. However, a new fea-
ture is that students, together with the internship site, complete a learning plan 
each semester which the educational institution must approve in relation to the 
learning objectives of the internship programme.   

Journalism students thus gain plenty of practical experience, and for many 
of them the internship is the ticket to their first job as a graduate. There are 
many indications that the programme meets the legislative requirements for 
practicality and application orientation, but the programme must also ensure 
that students “can actively contribute to the development of journalism and 
media (2010, BEK nr. 891 af 08/07/2010). In other words, they must be able to 
relate critically to their own professional practice, an ability that is strength-
ened through reflective competences (Dewey, 2009). 

In addition to qualifications in terms of knowledge and skills in working life, 
two further dimensions are related to good education: socialization and subjec-
tification (Biesta, 2011). Socialization is about becoming part of a culture and 
a profession, while subjectification is about developing autonomy and personal 
integrity (Biesta, 2011).  

This educational ideal is also embedded in reflective practice-based learning 
as a pedagogical form and didactic approach. At DMJX, RPL (Professionshø-
jskolen UCN, 2020) has become the school’s strategic bid to give students the 
competences to act professionally in a changing world. Ideally, this is closely 
linked to the context, which is challenged through theoretical perspectives, dia-
logues, and analyses of experiences (Damlund, 2018). This is not systematically 
framed or supported during the internship period, and previous studies show 
that barely half of the interns get the learning days they are entitled to, just as it 
is very different how the learning days are used (Boesdal, J.L., 2020). Thereby, 
the trainees risk being left to self-reflection, which can be a risky strategy from 
an RPL perspective (Kirkegaard, 2016). 
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Our research question is therefore:  
How can we create learning activities for the students during the internship, 

which is experienced as relevant, promote reflection and support the formation of 
professional identity?   

Using an action research approach and involving a small group of students 
as participants, we facilitate workshops where reflection and critical thinking 
are at the center. Our longer-term aim is to apply these experiences to the entire 
internship.

Regarding professional identity we will look for signs of critical reflection, 
expressions of personal integrity, independence and courage to challenge 
workflow and customs. 

Theoretical background 
The working place as a space of experience 
When students embark on a placement, they enter one or more experiential 
spaces that are central to their professional development. They become part 
of different editorial offices where experiential and actionable knowledge is 
an important route into the profession (Wackerhausen, 2008). However, ac-
tion-based knowledge can also prove to be inappropriate or problematic if, for 
example, it is based on outdated assumptions about editorial workflows, digital 
understandings, etc. Dealing with action-based knowledge requires reflection 
that goes beyond the usual. According to Wackerhausen, this can happen if 
theoretical concepts are drawn in from elsewhere and put into play to challenge 
and improve practice. Wackerhausen calls this type of reflection second-order 
reflection, which we here associate with critical reflection on the premises for 
why people act as they do (Horn et al., 2021). 

With this project, we seek to promote second-order reflection through the 
inclusion of concepts from organizational and cultural theory with the aim of 
sharpening the students’ understanding of the organization they are in and 
thereby strengthening their professional skills. 

Socialization in communities of practice  
Lave and Wenger’s research on communities of practice has focused on situated 
learning (Lave & Wenger, 2003) “that exist in the movement and in relation to 
others in the community”. (Elkjær, 2022).

The trainees will move through a landscape of different communities of 
practice, that is different editorial offices and media. Over time, their trajectory 
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in this landscape will change the student and lead to mastery of knowledge and 
a partially change in identity (Elkjær, 2022).

Situated learning theory can help us understand how students experience 
moving between these communities each with their own social and relational 
activities, and how they learn and develop professionally through participation 
in them. 

However, an understanding of the trainee’s legitimate peripheral participa-
tion and trajectory in one or more editorial offices does not bring us any closer 
to the actual learning process from an RPL approach. Here learning occurs 
when experiences are linked to abstract principles and theory and space is cre-
ated for the student, through reflective thinking, to set actions in relation to the 
outside world and themselves (UCN White Paper, 2020). Distance to practice 
is important for developing professional judgement and professional identity.   

Based on an action research approach, we have decided, to initiate actions 
and learning processes as a basis for producing deeper knowledge about the 
conditions for RPL at the internship site and the possibilities for creating learn-
ing activities that promote critical reflection.

Action research as a methodological approach 
Action research is based on the idea of creating learning through action and 
participation in social communities (Frimann & Hersted, 2020). Our students 
have in common that they are in internships but come from different workplac-
es. We have therefore consciously worked to build a sense of community and 
trust in the group by, among other things, ensuring a dialogical space where all 
voices are heard.  

Action research emphasises the importance of the process itself and an open-
ness to where it leads. This means that for our days together with the group, 
we have designed and scaffolded different exercises that gave space for their 
perceptions and practice experience including being open for the unexpected. 
Exploration has been an essential approach. Action-based research is based on 
the same understanding of learning as RPL, where participation, reflection and 
exploration are core concepts.  

A central element of action research is that the participants, based on indi-
vidual development wishes, carry out trial actions in their own practice and 
that the group then evaluates the new actions with the purpose to create pos-
itive changes. The method turns the participants into co-researchers (Duus et 
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al., 2012) in their own practice. They have created empirical data in the form of 
photos and reflective writing (Frimann & Hersted, 2020).

Process design 
On the first Internship day the whole cohort of 90 students are gathered at 
DMJX and through different activities we facilitate reflection on their experi-
ences from practice. Theory is used as means for reflection (e.g Gareth Mor-
gans metaphors for how a workplace works (Morgan, 2006)).   

We have continued working with our participants/co-researchers and the 
introduced theories as follows:

Figure 1: Meetings with our co-researchers.



124

Figure 2: Interaction between school and internship

Qualitative interviews and other empirical data 
As part of our empirical research, we have conducted semi-structured quali-
tative interviews with our research team. The interviews have been conducted 
after our activities with the six students while they are still doing internship. 
We investigate how they experience the framework for learning through crit-
ical reflection at the internship site, which social practices they participate in 
and how they have experienced working with reflection and participating as 
co-researchers. 

In the project, we have several roles that we must be aware of, as they can 
have an impact on the empirical data we collect. For example, we have orga-
nized and carried out the activities with our co-researchers and then inter-
viewed them ourselves about their experience of what we have initiated. This is 
a familiar premise in action research projects, which we seek to fulfil by using 
several types of empirical data. In addition to the qualitative interviews, we 
collect: 

• Recordings of joint reflections from the “Researcher Days” 
• Written evaluations from the “Researcher Days” 
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• Autoethnographic writing exercises 
• The internship assignment 
• Learning plans 
• A ”Biesta barometer” 

The co-researchers come from six very different media (regional, national, tele-
vision, radio). They have actively volunteered to participate, which may have 
some bearing on their motivation and positive interest in taking an active part 
in the joint reflections.

Preliminary observations  
The project is not yet finalized. We have conducted the qualitative interviews 
and collected a large part of the empirical data, and we have only yet to see the 
internship assignments. We have therefore not yet reached the stage of analyz-
ing the empirical data, which is why we cannot draw any final conclusions from 
the project. However, some preliminary observations emerge:

The value of reflections 
Both the written evaluations from the Researcher Days with our group and 
the qualitative interviews indicate that the participants have gained a lot from 
reflecting together and mirroring each other’s stories and experiences. But it is 
also expressed that critical reflection can be exhausting and needs practice and 
scaffolding.  

The value of the safe space
Several students express that they have appreciated sitting in a small group 
where trust and confidence has been built up to talk about challenges and ex-
periences during the internship. 

Theory-practice exercises
Participants get new perspectives on their internship sites by being presented 
with organizational and cultural theory as a way to initiate reflection. 

Participation in the communities of practice in media 
organizations 
There are big differences in how the participants experience being legitimate 
peripheral participants in communities of practice in media companies. Sev-
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eral of them say that each time they change editors, they start all over again to 
decode, understand tacit knowledge, familiarize themselves with the culture 
and workflows. 

Discussion and perspectives 
The learning days at internship sites are partly used for reflection. However it is 
explicited that the safe space mentioned above is challenged by the fact that the 
students are each other’s competitors in terms of a possible future job.

Our research group appreciate being held in an identity as learners in this 
project. In general this is challenged by the paid internship and the pressure of 
production. 

The next step will be to use the knowledge we gain from analyzing our em-
pirical data to create change in the overall internship period. We have already 
taken a small step by using the co-researchers’ experience and input to create 
better trainee days at DMJX, e.g with reflective teams. Also the final internship 
assignment is adjusted so that students now must reflect on their own develop-
ment and professional identity through the introduced theories.

However, the long duration of internship and the school´s lack of influence 
due to the collective agreements challenge the school’s ability to transfer the 
initiatives we have made with our “research group” to the entire team. And in 
order to answer our RQ we see a need for qualifying the internship supervisors 
when it comes to scaffolding and qualifying reflection.
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Abstract
Learning activities can take different forms depending on the specific subject. 
Within sales training, role play is often used as a learning activity to train stu-
dents’ skills. In the banking industry, selling-related activities are a major task 
for personal advisors, and there is therefore a corresponding demand for pro-
fessional sales education and skills related to sales.

Sales competencies represent a discipline that is often difficult to master and, 
as a result, requires hands-on training. As a learning activity, role play offers 
this by simulating a realistic professional selling situation in a controlled en-
vironment that often involves pairing up participants and closely simulating a 
real-life situation. This role play is based on a learning-by-doing perspective, 
providing a realistic and meaningful experience for students through customer 
interaction and giving them an opportunity to apply their theory and interpre-
tation of sales to real-world cases through a practice-based experience.

This study is based on quantitative data collected from students undertaking 
the bachelor’s degree in financial management and service program. The ques-
tion guiding this research is: How do students experience the learning activity 
in the communication laboratory, and do they feel pressured in relation to the 
learning process as a whole?

Role play often involves pairing up students, but our results show that this 
activity can be enhanced with the involvement of external practitioners from 
the financial industry playing the customers. Our results indicate that students 
feel both professionally and personally pressured due to the presence of exter-
nal professionals in the role play, and they believe that the learning activity is a 
positive experience closely related to practice, simulating a realistic customer 
meeting. But to ensure optimal learning outcomes, the research also points out 
that scaffolding and psychological safety are important.
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Introduction
Selling-related activities constitute a substantial part of numerous jobs today 
(Allbright, 2013). However, many students struggle with sales competencies 
and transfer regarding converting theory into use (Cummins et al., 2020; Pullins et 
al., 2017). Within sales training, role play is often used as a learning activity to 
train these sales skills (McDonald, 2006), but students are often nervous about 
participating (Cummins et al., 2020). Giving students in the second semester 
of the bachelor’s degree in financial management and service program an op-
portunity to practice questioning, listening, presenting, and negotiating with 
prospects in a learning activity helps the students to develop competencies in 
mastering sales and interpersonal skills that are important for successful per-
formance in personal sales, and gives them the opportunity to experience the 
social complexities that are characteristic of sales (McDonald, 2006). 

Studies show that people often can feel pressured if they must perform a 
task where they are insecure about their own competencies. This is something 
that is often seen with students participating in role play (Moncrief & Shipp, 1994; 
Torres & Rawal, 2021), where problems associated with this learning activity in-
clude anxiety and stage fright (McDonald, 2006). In this context, this research 
focuses on how the students experience this learning activity, which simulates a 
real customer meeting where psychological safety is a key element in which the 
principles of reflective practice-based learning (RPL) form a didactic frame-
work. The knowledge contributions in this field of research are related to the 
financial sector. The learning activity for this paper is a case-based role play 
where the students take on the role of a personal advisor (from a bank), and the 
banking customer is played by an external professional, in a setup intended to 
imitate a meeting room in a local bank branch (see image 1).
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Figure 1: Photos from the communication laboratory room.

During the customer meeting, the student is expected to take control, identi-
fy the customer’s needs, develop an overview of the different professional ele-
ments, and take responsibility for the overall customer experience. The purpose 
of the students is to train and develop skills related to handle the complexity 
of the financial sector. Complexities in this context include elements related to 
the interaction with the customer, such as matching the right products to cus-
tomer needs, compliance with applicable legislation, understanding business in 
general, etc. (S.PLA.S.H - Sales platform studies for Higher Education, 2020).

In the financial sector there is a high demand for the competencies of em-
ployees and their skills (Finanstilsynet, 2020), which is why many educational 
institutions often use role playing, which also includes a multidisciplinary di-
mension. With this activity the students train in a safe learning environment 
and experience first-hand interaction with customers. The scope of the learning 
activity is to equip the students to enter a professional context in the financial 
sector where sales and customer interaction are important (Allbright, 2013). 
The benefit of this role play is that the students are training to be tomorrow’s 
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practitioners in the financial sector. This role play learning activity is named the 
communication laboratory in this paper.

The research gap of this paper is to study how students in the bachelor’s 
degree in financial management and service program experience case-based 
role play as a learning activity, which has been designed based on psychological 
safety and several of the RPL principles including creating meaningful distrac-
tions and involving external professionals, which has not been investigated so 
far. This paper therefore poses the following research question: How do students 
experience the learning activity in the communication laboratory, and do they feel 
pressured in relation to the learning process as a whole?

Theoretical background
The theoretical point of view is based on three elements: role playing as a learn-
ing activity, psychological safety, and the principles of RPL, all of which point 
to the training of the students’ sales competencies. 

Role playing can contribute to different types of learning (Chapman et al., 
2016). In this context, the primary form of learning is the practical type and 
the secondary is empathetic and creative learning. Role play situations can be 
designed to help the students apply sales techniques, skills and concepts in a re-
alistic setting with a potential customer, with a potentially higher learning out-
come than traditional classroom approaches, e.g., lectures or tests, as a result 
(Wurdinger & Allison, 2017), because role play can closely mirror real-life situ-
ations (Kettula & Berghäll, 2013). Another benefit of role playing with students 
is observational learning (Bandura, 1986), where students who are not actively 
participating in the role play have the opportunity to learn indirectly by watch-
ing (Mayes et al., 2001), creating room for dialogue with multiple examples 
from the students. Self-efficacy is also a key element related to role playing. The 
motivation for the student in terms of participation is important, as they must 
both experience that they are able to handle the situation (what is expected of 
them as a personal advisor in this situation), but also develop competencies by 
participating (Katznelson et. al., 2021). 

Research has shown that students who have participated in role playing 
(with different levels of improvisation) develop better sales skills and perform 
better later in life as professional sales practitioners (Rocco & Whalen, 2014). 
However, it is important that the role play is as realistic as possible (Torres & 
Rawal, 2021). In this context, Moncrief and Shipp (1994) point out that it is not 
appropriate for the students themselves to play customers. The role play activity 
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becomes too easy for the salesperson because the students cannot challenge 
each other in the same way as an external professional. In contrast to this, peers 
or fellow students are often used when role play is conducted in sales training 
(Moncrief & Shipp, 1994). To comply with this, it is therefore recommended 
to use experts from the industry to act as the customers in the role play, which 
preserves a “close to reality” feeling that comes from selling to a stranger (Rip-
pé, 2015). This is related to the principles of creating meaningful distractions 
for the students, as in RPL, preparing the students to be professional practition-
ers (Horn et al., 2020), ready for the financial sector where they must find the 
best solutions to their customer’s problems. 

Role play as a learning activity entails great demands on the students’ profes-
sional and personal skills (S.PLA.S.H - Sales platform studies for Higher Edu-
cation, 2020). If the students experience that they feel attuned in the room and 
in the activity, they typically perform better. Amy Edmondson has introduced 
the concept of psychological safety and explains it as follows: “Psychological 
safety is broadly defined as a climate where people are comfortable expressing 
themselves and being themselves. More specifically, it can be said that when 
people experience psychological safety in their workplace, they feel safe talking 
about concerns and mistakes without fear of embarrassment or punishment” 
(Edmondson, 2020, p. 20). In this context, Edmondson’s theory combines sev-
eral aspects related to how this psychological safety is established in relation to 
learning, which include learning through mistakes, reflection, challenging the 
status quo, collective learning, and the role of the leader/mentor (Edmondson, 
2020).

If Edmondson’s theory is transferred to a learning context such as the com-
munication laboratory, as an example, collective learning could be connected 
to the small group of students (three to four) who are present in the room 
during the role play. According to Edmondson, it is important that the students 
have established psychological safety for the rest of the group to feel comfort-
able in the learning activity and perform as well as they can. It could also be 
that the students are comfortable with the lecturer, and therefore the role of the 
teacher as a mentor (Edmondson, 2020). However, the essence is that the stu-
dent must feel safe to challenge and explore their own ideas, learning through 
mistakes and challenging the status quo, which can be related to RPL principle 
no. 3, that the learning activity must be organized as exploration (Edmondson, 
2020; Horn et al., 2020).

Reflective practice-based learning (RPL) is a learning approach, defined in 
a white paper by Horn et al. (2020) as a pedagogical approach that combines 
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teaching and learning to promote students’ reflection and create an opportunity 
for a higher learning outcome, which is aligned with the principles from Dew-
ey’s “learning-by-doing” (Dewey, 1897). Furthermore, RPL is a common un-
derstanding of a professional didactic used as a framework for learning, where 
reflection is important to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Horn et 
al., 2020). Proximity to practice and application orientation, experience, think-
ing and action form the basis of RPL, using six pedagogical principles: students’ 
own experience, learning activities designed to include meaningful distraction, 
organized as exploration, based on good examples, lecturers and students work 
together on the learning processes, and create room for dialogue (Horn et al., 
2020). RPL provides the opportunity for the lecturers to create a meaningful 
disturbance for the students that is as close to reality as possible, and for the 
students to be placed in a context where they are forced to reflect and adjust on 
their actions and competencies, as it is the customer’s needs that are in focus 
(Horn et al., 2020). 

In the financial sector it is expected that employees must be able to inter-
act with customers and plan, host and evaluate their customer interactions on 
their own (Finanstilsynet, 2020). Therefore, our starting point is to train the 
students’ skills in planning and hosting customer meetings, because complex 
customer meetings require that the personal advisor can master different skills, 
which can be brought into play in the meeting with the customer, depending 
on whether the agenda for the meeting concerns a pension, house purchase, 
budget, loan restructuring, investment, etc. Furthermore, this learning activity 
is inspired by the learning pyramid, which states that students learn approxi-
mately 75%–90%of the content when they interact and have first-hand experi-
ence (Tanggaard & Juelsbo, 2014), as first-hand impressions are related to the 
overall learning outcome (Vygotsky, 2018). This is a high percentage compared 
to other learning activities. Related to this, role playing has been a successful 
method for teaching students about sales and interpersonal communication for 
decades (Cummins et al., 2013).

According to (Hartmann et al., 2010) there are four critical stages that need 
to be taken into account when working with role playing as a learning meth-
od – preparing, briefing, running and reflecting. In relation to preparing, it is 
important that the role play is an integrated part of the curriculum and that the 
learning objectives are clear. Second, briefing is crucial, as it assists the student 
in understanding the role that they are playing, and the student comprehends 
that they are entering a professional setting where they are playing the part of 
a personal advisor. In regard to running, there must be psychological safety 
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among the students who play the role of the personal advisor and the observ-
ers, as the student playing the role can feel exposed (Edmondson, 2020). The 
last stage is reflecting, where it is vital to ensure the optimal learning outcomes 
for the students. This can be done by evaluating and discussing what happened 
in the role play and identifying reasons for the observed behavior and related 
outcomes, as well as future focus points for learning. To do this, it is essential 
that the students subsequently have time to reflect on – or during – the role play 
(Hartmann et al., 2010).

The communication lab as a learning activity – the 
scene of the role play
The Sales to Private Customers course is held during the second semester. It 
consists of six lessons plus the learning activity in the communication labora-
tory as a workshop. The role play is named a workshop, emphasizing its spe-
cial status, since participation for the students is a prerequisite requirement (a 
prerequisite requirement must be completed before the student can be recom-
mended for the exam). To scaffold the task in the communication laboratory, 
the lecturers slowly build up the students through a six-step structure, so the 
students are professionally and personally prepared for the role play. The pro-
cess will be explained below, but the primary focus will be on the actual exer-
cise in the communication laboratory, which constitutes step 4. The other steps 
will be more briefly discussed.

During the first step in the first lesson of the course, the students are asked to 
complete an individual task. This assignment is designed to get the students to 
initially reflect on what they think is a good personal advisor. This is related to 
principle no. 1 from RPL regarding the student’s own experience (Horn et al., 
2020), because it forces the student to reflect on what they think defines a good 
advisor, and they must therefore relate to their own knowledge and previous 
experiences.

In the second step, the students pair up with a fellow student with whom they 
must host a customer meeting. A requirement for this task is that the meeting 
must be recorded, so that the students become familiar with being recorded in a 
learning situation (Edmondson, 2020; Tanggaard & Juelsbo, 2014). Letting the 
students work with a fellow student means that they feel comfortable with their 
peers (Edmondson, 2020) and they get experience with the role play setup in a 
safe environment. The issue with two fellow students participating in the role 
play is that they do not challenge each other as much as an external professional 
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would be able to do because of their knowledge of the financial sector (Rippé, 
2015). It may seem as if the students are trying to protect each other by being 
friendly and an understanding customer, rather than a demanding customer. 

This task is evaluated by other students, who help each other to assess and 
identify reasons for the observed actions, as well as giving suggestions for im-
provements (Hartmann et al., 2010).The feedback session is assessed accord-
ing to a rubric prepared by the lecturer for the students to use. This is related 
to principles no. 4 and 6. from RPL regarding the good example and creating 
room for dialogue (Horn et al., 2020).

The third step is the lesson before the communication laboratory. The stu-
dents are given a case that includes information on the customers, their in-
tention with the meeting, and the customers’ financial situation, which is the 
focal point of the role play. In this way, the students have time to prepare for 
the meeting. The student will play the role of personal advisor. In this lesson, 
the lecturer has a focus on framing the activity in relation to what is expected 
of the students, the practicalities of the activity are explained, and a recording 
from an older student is shown. This provides a clear framework that can create 
security and will help the students to perform better during the role play (Ed-
mondson, 2020). Furthermore, this is related to principle no. 4 from RPL about 
the good example (Horn et al., 2021). The lecturer also encourages students to 
form groups with fellow students they feel comfortable with, to establish the 
psychological security that enables them to perform as well as possible in the 
situation (Edmondson, 2020).

The fourth step is the communication laboratory. As seen in the picture (im-
age 1), the room is equipped with a desk to imitate a meeting room in a bank 
branch. There is a chair for the personal advisor (the student) and one for the 
customer on the other side. For the exercise, the student is allowed to bring 
notes on paper or a laptop. The room also contains shielding. Thus, in the lo-
cation where the meeting is held, it is possible for both the lecturer and fellow 
students to be hidden away behind the shielding, so during the exercise the stu-
dent must only relate to the customer. As the activity is recorded, the lecturer 
and fellow students can follow along on a screen, and both see and hear what is 
happening. After the meeting, the student receives feedback and feedforward 
from fellow students, the customer, and the lecturer. This relates to principle 
no. 6 in RPL about creating room for dialogue (Horn et al., 2020).

The fifth step is the lesson after the role play, where students in small groups 
watch their videos together and help each other identify potential areas for de-
velopment. This is also in line with principle no. 6 from RPL regarding creat-
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ing room for dialogue and benefiting from watching other students’ recordings 
(Bandura, 1986; Horn et al., 2020; Mayes et al., 2001).

In the sixth step, which is the last part of the assignment, the individual stu-
dent is asked to complete the task “you as a personal advisor volume 2”, where 
the students based on feedback, experiences, and reflections from the course 
are asked to set new individual goals in relation to the exam. This relates to ba-
sic principle no. 4 in RPL about providing a good example (Horn et al., 2020).

Method and data
This study is based on a quantitative research method (Robson, 2011). The 
data were collected from students undertaking the bachelor’s degree in finan-
cial management and service program in their second and fourth semesters in 
the spring of 2023. All answers were anonymous. The questionnaire was dis-
tributed in a teaching lesson in March 2023, where the students could access 
the questionnaire online through a link. The database consists of a total of 128 
responses, of which 22 have been disqualified as these were incomplete. There-
fore, the total sample consists of 106 completed responses.

The questions in the questionnaire were based on the students’ experiences 
with the learning activity, the communication laboratory held during the sec-
ond semester, which is a more inductive method of asking questions. We as-
sumed that this activity challenges students more because the learning activity 
itself puts pressure on the students, especially before and during the exercise, 
and second because the customer is played by an external professional. This is 
based on our experience: we have experienced very nervous students, ones who 
stop and cannot complete the exercise, others who cry, and even some cases 
where we have been told that the students have vomited before they started the 
exercise.

Descriptive statistics were used to describe and summarize the data (Rob-
son, 2011). The purpose of the quantitative research was to form an overview of 
the collected data and not necessarily to generalize to the total population. The 
questionnaire was based on predetermined variables, such as professional pres-
sure, personal pressure, security and the customer as an external professional, 
which is supported by the theoretical framework presented above. 

The questionnaire started with three demographic questions regarding gen-
der, age and educational status. In addition, the students were also asked to as-
sess whether the task and the framework for the exercise in the communication 
laboratory were clearly described before the exercise (Hartmann et al., 2010). The 
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answer options here were on a scale from 1 to 7 where 1 was not at all and 7 was 
to a great extent. Section 2 of the questionnaire consisted of a series of questions 
regarding whether the student felt professionally pressured in connection with 
the meeting in the communication laboratory (Tanggaard & Juelsbo, 2014). 
Here the answer options were I felt more pressure, it didn’t matter, and I felt less 
pressure. Section 3 of the questionnaire contained a battery of questions about 
whether the student felt personally pressured (Bandura, 1986), which could 
be related to the concept of psychological safety in a learning situation (Ed-
mondson, 2020). Here the answer options were also I felt more pressure, it didn’t 
matter, and I felt less pressure. Section 4 of the questionnaire referred to a set of 
questions about whether the student felt safe in connection with the meeting in 
the communication laboratory (Edmondson, 2020). The answer options were 
I felt more pressure, it didn’t matter, and I felt less pressure. Section 5 contained 
12 questions where the students were asked to assess the meaning of various 
statements in relation to the fact that the customer was a professional and not 
a fellow student (Moncrief & Shipp, 1994). The answer options were on a scale 
from 1 to 7 where 1 was no, it was not important at all and 7 was yes, it had a 
very high degree of importance.

Furthermore, the students were asked to evaluate the customer meeting in 
the communication laboratory in relation to their professional and personal 
benefit. The answer option here was a scale from 1 to 7 where 1 was It went 
worse than expected and 7 was it went much better than expected.

Furthermore, the respondents were asked to answer the following questions 
with open-answer options about how the students prepared for the meeting 
and what their experience of the meeting was, as well as which skills they in-
tended to work on improving in the future (Dewey, 1897; Hartmann et al., 2010; Horn 
et al., 2020).The reason for asking open-ended questions was to support the an-
swers from the scale questions with in-depth statements and assessments from 
the students. 

Analysis and findings
This analysis is guided by the theoretical framework and the collected data. 
The structure of the analysis is based on Hartmann, Dorée and Martin’s (2010) 
phases regarding preparing, briefing, running and reflecting. Throughout the en-
tire teaching process, the activity in the communication laboratory is scaffold-
ed around the four stages.
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Preparing
The preparation for the learning activity began with the steps explained in Sec-
tion 3, where the lecturer gradually increased the complexity and scaffolded 
the learning process for the students. In the fourth lesson, the cases that the 
students had to use in the learning activity in the communication laboratory 
were handed out. This gave the student time to prepare, and if needed to ask 
the lecturers questions regarding the case. The idea was to create a learning 
environment with psychological safety based on an atmosphere where it was 
acceptable for them to ask questions and acknowledge their learning progress 
(Edmondson, 2020), and through this create room for dialogue related to RPL 
principle no. 6 (Horn et al., 2020).

Based on the data, with a score of 4,93 on a 1–7 scale regarding the question 
“Because the customer was a professional and not a fellow student, I spent more 
time preparing for the customer meeting?”, it appears that the students spent 
more time preparing for the activity than they did preparing for other assign-
ments in the course. The students’ preparation includes, among other things, 
preparing the meeting by putting themselves in the customers’ situation, cre-
ating a strategy, an agenda that can be presented at the meeting, and questions 
to ask the customer. Some students state that they had trained with a fellow 
student or a family member in their preparation for the learning activity.

Briefing
To structure the learning activity most effectively, the lecturer explained the 
exercise’s process. More specifically, the lecturer covered the entire setup, in-
cluding the time frame and location for the activity, the theoretical framework 
to be used, and the method for presenting feedback. Moreover, students were 
able to ask questions during this phase. The information about the process was 
also shared with the students in writing. This refers to the no. 6 RPL principle 
about room for dialogue (Horn et al., 2020). To help the students feel secure in 
the learning process, this stage can support the psychological safety in which 
the lecturer encourages the student to think creatively during this activity and 
supports the student’s confidence to challenge the status quo related to how to 
handle the activity (Edmondson, 2020). In relation to the briefing stage, Figure 
1, the collected data show that the students experienced a clear understand-
ing of the activity. The students answered an average of 5,6 on a scale from 1 
to 7 regarding the question: “The task was clearly described to me before the 
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exercise?”. Furthermore, the data confirm that the students to some extent felt 
personal pressure before entering the role play. Regarding the question “Did 
you feel personal pressure before your meeting?”, the students answered 3,58 
on a 1–7 scale. It could be assumed that this was because the framework for the 
exercise was well described.

Figur 1

Running
The running stage dealt with the actual execution of the learning activity in the 
communication laboratory. To create security and an overview for the students, 
the setup for the assignment was reviewed once again. The lecturer made a 
point of being open and welcoming toward the students to make them feel safe 
in the learning environment (Edmondson, 2020), encourage a positive attitude 
toward the learning activity, and establish an open and supportive environ-
ment. 

The students were therefore asked three questions regarding whether they 
felt professionally pressured, personally pressured, or comfortable with a small 
group of fellow students witnessing the role play. In relation to this, it can be in-
ferred that the students to some extent felt professionally and personally pres-
sured. However, it can be inferred from the data that the participation of fellow 
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students made some students feel safe in the situation. This feeling of security 
could be because the students themselves had chosen their group.

In addition, the students were asked three questions regarding whether they 
felt professionally pressured, personally pressured, or comfortable in relation 
to their lecturer being present during the role play. The data here show that the 
students did not feel professionally or personally pressured by the lecturer’s 
presence. In relation to security, the data indicates that the relationship with 
the lecturer helped to create greater security for the student in relation to the 
learning activity. This may be because the lecturer knew the students well and 
made a great effort to be welcoming and encouraging toward the students. This 
could be related to the briefing stage being well documented, as the framework 
and alignment of expectations on the part of the lecturer is important (Ed-
mondson, 2020).

Furthermore, the students were asked three questions regarding whether 
they felt professionally pressured, personally pressured, or comfortable in rela-
tion to the fact that the customer was played by an external professional in the 
role play. The data show that in relation to the professional and personal pres-
sure, the students predominantly felt pressured by the customer being played 
by an external professional, Figure 2. However, the students gave reassurance 
that they felt secure despite the external processional’s presence. This may be 
because during the briefing stage the students were sufficiently informed in re-
lation to what was to happen during the role play, and thereby felt safe despite 
a meaningful distraction (Horn et al., 2020). Furthermore, it may also be due 
to the students feeling safe in the presence of their fellow students and their 
lecturer, which can support Edmondson’s perspective on collective learning, 
because they learn from each other during the activity, which contributes to a 
communal learning experience (Edmondson, 2020).

Figure 2
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Reflection
To help the students reflect and discuss what happened in the role play, im-

mediately after the learning activity they received feedback from fellow stu-
dents, the customer and from the lecturer (Hartmann et al., 2010). The feedback 
was given as the lecturer had a desire to build the students up toward their 
entrance into the financial industry, as well as support the students’ learning 
by pointing out what could be the next step in their learning process, created 
through an open and supportive environment related to RPL principle no. 6 
regarding creation for dialogue (Dewey, 1897; Horn, et al., 2020) and supporting the 
necessary reflection toward what worked (in the meeting with the customer) 
and what competencies require further training to master for the student (Ed-
mondson, 2020).

The data show that the students generally felt less pressured in relation to 
the fact that they received feedback. This could be due to the students feeling 
comfortable with the setup around the exercise, as well as the students expe-
riencing psychological safety from fellow students as well as from the lecturer 
(Edmondson, 2020)

As the role play was recorded, the students were able to watch the meeting 
again several time (Tanggaard & Juelsbo, 2014; Widmier et al., 2007). The lec-
turers’ experience shows that students often chose not to see the recording on 
their own. Therefore, in the next lesson, the students were sent out in groups 
of three to four, where they were asked to watch each other’s recordings and 
help each other to reflect on what went well and what needed to be improved, 
identifying reasons for the observed behavior and outcomes, as well as drawing 
conclusions for improvements. In addition to this, the students were asked to 
answer a question regarding their experience before, during, and after the role 
play (Edmondson, 2020).

In response to the questionnaire, the students stated: “It was a good and ed-
ucational experience; I will take the feedback I got with me to the exam” and “I 
have found that the customer meeting can go differently than planned and you 
have to be ready for change”. These comments indicates that the students gen-
erally believed they benefited from this learning activity (Dewey, 1897). From 
this it can also be inferred that the students perceived this exercise as close to 
practice (Horn, et al., 2020), and the data show that a majority of the students 
experienced the learning activity as practice-oriented (5,14 score on the ques-
tion: “I experienced the learning activity as practice-oriented”, Figure 2), and 
in line with several of the principles of RPL. The students indicated that they 
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have achieved a higher learning outcome and benefited more from the learning 
activity than in the task with a fellow student as customers, with a 5,3 score on 
the question within a scale from 1 to 7. 

In relation to this, some students stated the following: “I learned a lot from 
the exercise in terms of planning and conducting a customer meeting”, “I have 
learned to be better at listening and asking questions instead of running the 
show” and “I have learned that I must become better at asking the customer 
about her needs” Based on these quotes, it can be deduced that the students in 
general received a high learning benefit and a positive affect regarding self-effi-
cacy (Bandura, 1986; Katznelson et al., 2021). The students also expressed that 
they felt challenged by the role play. This can be linked to a meaningful distrac-
tion from RPL principle no. 2 (Horn et al., 2020).  Just like in a real customer 
meeting the students were forced to adapt to the customer as the meeting pro-
gressed and to answer questions that they might not have been prepared for. 
The students noted that they perceived this learning activity as giving them 
depth in their learning (Katznelson et al., 2021).

Conclusion
This paper contributes to existing knowledge about role play as a learning ac-
tivity that is useful in relation to practical learning for sales competencies in a 
financial context, and further indicates a positive effect when external profes-
sionals as participants are incorporated.

As expected, role playing in this context was positive regarding practical 
learning, where the establishing of psychological safety is important for this 
type of activity, and learning by making mistakes, dialogue, challenging the 
status quo, collective learning and the relation to the lecturer, as elements in 
psychological safety, help and support students to develop their sales compe-
tencies. In this context, some of the principles in RPL are unfolded in this type 
of learning activity, where role playing provides essential practical learning for 
the students.

The data indicate that the students felt both professionally and personally 
pressured due to the presence of the external professional in the role play. Nev-
ertheless, the students believed that the learning activity was a good experience 
that is closely related to practice and simulates a realistic customer meeting that 
could take place in the financial sector. Some stated that the activity with the 
external professional playing the customer had an important positive effect on 
their learning because the professionals challenged the students.
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To ensure an optimal learning outcome, where the students feel secure and 
less pressured by the customer being played by an external professional, this 
study indicates that there are some elements that are important, such as scaf-
folding, psychological safety, and a well-defined structure for the learning ac-
tivity, as presented by the four-stage framework (preparing, briefing, running, 
and reflecting). As expected, if these elements are present, particularly the 
briefing stage, it seems likely that there is a better opportunity for the students 
to create a space for an optimal learning experience with a positive effect on the 
student’s potential learning outcomes.

In this context, we recommend the use of external professionals as custom-
ers, to the extent possible, when using role playing as a learning activity where 
lecturers consider the elements related to the framework for psychological safe-
ty as an important parameter for the learning outcomes. 

Future research and limitations
It could be relevant in future research to include qualitative data and obtain the 
opportunity to gain a greater understanding of how the students experience the 
setup around the role play and their learning outcomes. In addition, it could be 
useful to expand the research to include the financial sector and involve former 
students. The data only concern students from the second and fourth semes-
ters, and this paper could benefit from data from students who are no longer in 
the program or graduated. A potential focus on transfer could also be an ele-
ment that could be investigated, where it could be measured whether graduated 
students who have participated in the role play learning activity perform better 
in the role of a personal advisor. 

A limitation with this study could be that only students were questioned. The 
paper could be strengthened with data from the external professional playing 
the customer, if the research question was expanded to evaluate the role play as 
a learning activity, and not only how the students feel pressured. In addition, 
a potential issue with the questions could be that many questions were asked 
with a response scale, where the wording may have influenced the student’s 
answers, e.g., whether they felt pressured or not. It could be considered wheth-
er future research should include more open questions, which could offer the 
possibility of more detailed answers.

It could also be interesting to investigate how the students’ motivation and 
self-efficacy are developed during the course. Furthermore, it could be interest-
ing to expand this study and conduct a comparative analysis between students 
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using an external professional playing the customer with ones only using fellow 
students for that role, and to what extent this would affect their learning out-
comes, motivation, and self-efficacy.
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Abstract
This paper investigates learning designs that utilize digital technologies to 
connect students across borders in the pursuit of developing intercultural 
and communicative competences through the principles of reflective prac-
tice-based learning (RPL).  We utilize the principles of Collaborative Online 
International Learning (COIL) to provide more students with the opportunity 
to develop intercultural, communicative, and reflective competences” at home”.  
We attempt to do so through the practical means of ‘lingua franca’ and by use 
of digital technology. The learning designs consist of hybrid scaffolded asyn-
chronous exchanges of text and video, as well as synchronous exchanges in 
video conferences. The aim of the cultural encounters of the COIL is to create 
refraction of stereotypical beliefs about the other cultures through reflection. 
In addition to the investigation of the pedagogical potential of the learning de-
sign, we also investigate the affordances of the applied technologies. This raises 
the question if RPL as a pedagogical framework and COIL as a technique may 
provide students with a meaningful disturbance in their learning environments 
and thereby foster reflection. Our findings suggest that the COIL design can in-
deed facilitate meaningful disturbances and provide opportunities for dialogue 
and reflection, but also that it is important to be aware of potential obstacles in 
the COIL design to minimize frustration and maximize motivation and oppor-
tunities for learning and development.

Keywords 
Intercultural competence, meaningful disturbance, reflection, internationaliza-
tion, COIL, virtual exchange 
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Introduction 
It is well documented in literature that travelling abroad is an essential oppor-
tunity for many students to increase intercultural competences, expand abilities 
for reflection and find opportunities for personal development, if facilitated and 
planned well (Bergersen, 2017 in Klein et al. 2022). The ‘qualification frame-
work for professional bachelors’ in Denmark indicates that students should 
develop reflective competences that foster the connection between theory and 
practice.  Hence, it is important for institutions to provide students with good 
opportunities for reflection, one of which is studying abroad.  Creating space 
in the curriculum for intercultural activities and collaboration in intercultur-
al settings becomes important as a means of challenging tacit knowledge and 
stereotypes. Working in ethnically heterogeneous groups may expose these im-
plicit practices of tacit knowledge (Klein et al. 2022). Within the field of teacher 
education, those abilities are no less important than in other higher education 
institutions, as future graduates need to plan inclusive teaching in classrooms 
where a high level of diversity makes up the student cohort (Klein et.al. 2022). 
Many higher education institutions have therefore engaged in in-person ex-
change programs as a way to foster internationalization (Alami et al. 2022). 

However, for a majority of students, mobility is a distant reality, limited to 
a small number of students that have the opportunities to engage in physical 
exchanges. Physical exchanges are relatively inflexible and require substantial 
financial resources and time away from family (Doyle, 2010 in Alami et al. 
2022). In a Danish context only 12 % of students in higher education go abroad 
as part of their education (OECD, 2022). As both an alternative and as part of 
in-person exchange, educational institutions have introduced virtual exchange 
programs (VE), exemplified though COIL in this paper, with the intention of 
offering similar benefits to students as those of in-person exchanges. The in-
centive to implement VE is also fueled by arguments such that it is less costly 
and reaches a higher number of students in a safer way (Alami et al. 2022). 
Despite the arguments of virtual exchange being a more cost-effective and per-
haps more inclusive pedagogical approach, there are also challenges related to 
the implementation of VE (Alami et al. 2022). Some challenges noted are the 
limited access to technologies experienced in some collaborations, which may 
reinforce negative stereotypes instead of breaking them down, particularly in 
North-South exchanges (Helm, 2016). Also, the use of English as a global lin-
gua franca has been reported in VE to be both a challenge and an opportunity. 
On the one hand, the use of English as a global lingua franca may lead to re-
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production of the current hegemony to the benefit of the global North through 
enhancing a westernized knowledge discourse. On the other hand, VE may 
also provide minorities with a voice that may have been silenced in in-person 
exchanges (Dwaik & Shehadeh, 2010 in Alami, 2022)Some studies also report 
that VE often has minimal institutional support and is time consuming and de-
pendent on a few engaged faculty members. Similarly, there are other pedagog-
ical challenges noted, such as lack of appreciation of VE exchange by involved 
students (Alalmi et al., 2022).   

In light of these challenges and opportunities, the focus in this paper is on a 
Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) pilot project between two 
partner universities situated in a global South and a global North context. It in-
volved 126 teacher students from Denmark and Ghana collaborating in hybrid 
learning designs including both synchronous and asynchronous exchanges in 
groups of 6 students during the period of January to April 2023. The authors of 
this paper (and initiators of the COIL) saw a need to understand more fully the 
challenges and opportunities related to the use of COIL, and whether it served 
as a meaningful disturbance for students to inspire reflection. We therefore 
posed the following research question: 

How can a COIL project provide a meaningful disturbance and inspire re-
flection? 

The remaining sections of this paper address this research question by setting 
the scene for our investigation, introducing the key-concepts applied, and pre-
senting the method and methodology of the study. Finally, we present the find-
ings of the study and end with some conclusive thoughts and perspectives.  

Background of the Study 
The Pilot COIL was co-created by a project group of 5 lecturers from the two 
involved institutions during the fall semester 2022 with the aim of connecting 
the project to the overall curriculum and giving students the opportunity to 
practice authentic collaboration as well as to engage and learn from each oth-
er. The project group was introduced to one another by the Center for Inter-
national Programs (CIP), and had no previous collaboration experience with 
one another, and little experience with COIL. However, the two institutions 
have had in-person exchange since 2018 supported by Erasmus + grants, and 
both institutions shared a common drive to engage with and test novel teaching 
methods. Two English classes and 1 Danish as Second Language class partic-
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ipated from the Danish teacher education, where participation in the COIL 
was part of the curriculum and learning goals. At the Ghanaian institution, 
students were selected from a class of English and African literature and joined 
the COIL as an extra-curricular activity. This choice was made by the lecturers 
with the reasoning that it was too overwhelming for the entire class of 150 stu-
dents to participate in the project. The overall theme of the COIL was the topic 
“myths and stories – developing intercultural and communicative competences 
through languages and folklore”. The project group designed four themes, all of 
which included an asynchronous exchange of material leading to a synchro-
nous meeting using a communication platform chosen by the student groups. 
The first theme consisted of “getting to know each other”, and the second theme 
addressed “challenging stereotypes and single stories”. This paper concentrates 
on these two first themes, as the students were still working on theme two at the 
time of writing. In addition, students from both institutions expressed difficul-
ties completing the project due to time pressure, and it was observed that some 
groups had challenges reaching the goals described in the themes. Due to these 
issues, as well as issues of connectivity and engagement, the project group de-
cided to end the project after theme 2, instead of theme 4 as originally planned. 

Conceptualizing Intercultural Competence and Reflection
The aim of the collaboration was to create an opportunity for students to devel-
op intercultural competences by challenging taken-for-granted accounts, and 
thereby inspire reflection.  Intercultural competence is a concept that has been 
applied in many different ways and with different meanings (Bruun, 2019). In 
this paper we understand intercultural competence as having awareness of the 
fact that the world is globally connected.  It is furthermore an acknowledgment 
of a world outside a local setting (Scandinavian and West-African in this case) 
and being aware of global processes and their local consequences. We thus ex-
plore students’ engagement and interest in these dichotomies by reflecting and 
developing teaching methods that are built on intercultural sources (O’Brian, 
2011 in Bruun, 2019). We found inspiration in Deardorf ’s definition of inter-
cultural competence as having knowledge, competences and the ability to re-
flect over ones and others’ values and practices, which is beneficial for collabo-
ration across cultures (Deardorff, 2004 in Bruun, 2019). Importantly, we do not 
view intercultural competence as adopting another’s viewpoints or values, but 
as a basis for reflection that allows individuals to re-visit the foundation of their 
own values and beliefs, interact in qualified authentic dialogue, and challenge 
single-minded stories about the other (Jensen, 2018). 
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We consider Reflective Practice-Based Learning (RPL) to be an apt frame-
work for enhancing reflection and learning. Within the RPL approach we focus 
on instances that could be characterized as meaningful disturbances during 
the students’ COIL interactions (Horn, 2020). We follow Dewey’s definition of 
a disturbance defined as “a breakdown of meaning through disturbances that 
may give rise to meaning” (Dewey, 2009 in Horn, 2020, p. 18). A meaningful 
disturbance may pave the way for critical reflection and thinking, which may be 
developed when students’ pre-understanding is challenged or collapses (Dew-
ey, 2009 in Horn, 2020). We argue that such meaningful disturbances in the 
COIL collaboration may lead to perspective change or acknowledgement, as 
well as an opportunity for students to develop interculturally. Scaffolded teach-
ing that includes space for these meaningful disturbances, may allow students 
to develop critical thinking and reflect on a specific theme or topic that may 
lead to alternative conclusions and new insights, as well as challenging narrow 
“single sided stories” (Adichie, 2009 in Jensen, 2018). 

Methodology 
The approach to the object of study is socio cultural, because the study is main-
ly an analysis of different mediated expressions  (Cupchik, 2001) . This entails 
an analytical focus on how the students describe their experiences with the 
COIL project. In order for us to understand the data, we applied a critical re-
alist approach to the analysis  (Archer et al., 2013; Bhaskar, 2008) . The critical 
realist approach guided us to a retroductive analysis of the data. Retroduction 
is a method of analyzing the causes of phenomenon, in this case the dialogues 
between students, through a retrospective lens. That is, looking at the dialogues 
and investigating plausible causes for the utterances in the dialogues. We did 
not investigate the linguistic ontology of the dialogues, but conversely, we re-
constructed the mechanisms that may have caused the dialogues and the stu-
dents’ experiences in the exchanges. 

Method 
The study is a mixed-method investigation of a co-designed project. The quan-
titative data is comprised of a survey and the qualitative data is comprised of 
open-ended questions in the survey, Go-along interviews, and analyses of writ-
ten dialogue threads. The project consists of eight parallel interventions at two 
teacher education institutions based in Denmark and in Ghana. The interven-
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tions were constituted by four two-stranded exchanges, eight in total making 
up four themes. The design group was constituted by lecturers for the involved 
subjects (Danish as a Second Language, English, and English and African lit-
erature). 

Data production 
The data was produced in the period from September 2022 to April 2023. The 
data can be accounted for as follows:

Table 1: Overview of primary data of the study, 2023

Quantitative  Qualitative 

Type  Surveys  Interventions  Go along interview 

Designed  1 survey  8   1 interview guide 

Intended

Populations 

UCN n=63 

UEW n=76 

UCN n=4 

UEW n=4 

UCN n=3 

UEW n=3 

Actual 

Empiric data 

Unique respondents UCN n=XX,  

UEW n=XX 

Partaking students: 

UCN n=63 

UEW n=76 

Interviewees: 

UCN n=2 

UEW n=0

The quantitative data consists of a survey designed by lecturers from both in-
volved institutions. The survey contains a series of demographic questions to 
ensure that emerging bivariate relation may be analyzed. The survey alternates 
between close-ended answers and open-ended answers to ensure that the stu-
dents can elaborate on their answers and was sent out to all 126 students par-
ticipating in the COIL. However, only 10% of students from Ghana responded, 
whereas 90% of students from Denmark responded. This caused an imbalance 
in responses and perspectives. However, the asymmetry in answers was taken 
into consideration by the authors of this paper and we maintained a working 
awareness of the fact that the student voices in the paper are primarily from 
the perspectives of the global North. Nevertheless, it is a significant weakness 
to this paper. The survey data was compared to the qualitative data from the go 
along interview in order for us to substantiate the findings.  

The qualitative data consists of open-ended answers in the survey and an 
interview with students. The interview was conducted as a shared view into the 
actual exchanges through the techniques of a ‘go along interview’  (Garcia et al., 
2012)  . A go along interview is a dialogic and contextual evaluation of some-



155

thing and is a similar technique to that of “a walking interview”  (Kinney, 2017). 
The interview may evaluate a piece of art, architecture, design, practice or, as in 
this case, an online dialogue and its multimodal utterances.  

Figure 1 Go along interview

The Go-Along interview was chosen because it reveals the background and 
causes for a specific utterance in the dialogues, and therefore it is a plausible 
technique for a critical realist retroductive analysis. The technique entails that 
the interviewer and the interviewee look at phenomena together, in this case 
a discussion thread in a community (figure 1), while the interviewer uses the 
interview guide to direct conversation towards locating causes for the outcome 
of the COIL dialogues. We asked; ‘why do you think he/she wrote that?’ or 
‘what made you write that reply?’ In the go along interview for this project, the 
students guided the interviewer through the exchanges, videos, products, and 
activities from their part in the COIL project as the interviewer asked questions 
about what was being shown, thereby, revealing plausible causes for the utter-
ances. The critical realist lens and the Go-Along interview technique helped us 
focus on the ‘reasons’ rather than the ‘results’.
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Theoretical considerations
This paper’s theoretical underpinnings are built on the theory of transform-
ative learning (Mezirow, 1991 and the pedagogy of discomfort (Boler, 1999). 
According to Biesta (2014) there is always a risk attached to education, which 
he argues may be an opportunity for the unforeseen and discomforting to sur-
face. In terms of student exchange – both physically and virtually – the goal of 
exchange is for students to gain professional competences and reflection skills, 
as well as to potentially increase their motivation and develop their profession-
al identities. It is also for them to gain practical experiences while developing 
their life skills and intercultural competences.The experience of risk and having 
pre-understandings challenged may be discomforting or disturbing for many 
students with little international experience, particularly in a North/South ex-
change. However, the challenges and the discomfort experienced in meeting 
the “cultural other” may create opportunities for students to enhance reflection 
and broaden their perspectives (Klein et al. 2022, Freire, 2000). The pedagogy 
of discomfort has been developed and applied in this study as a way to help 
teacher students and teachers cope with differences and become aware of in-
grained power asymmetries in collaboration (Røthin, 2019 in Klein et al. 2022). 

The theory of transformative learning has similarities to the pedagogy of 
discomfort as well as Biesta’s idea of risk in education. Transformative learning 
takes its point of departure in what is required to change one’s perspectives 
(Mezirow, 1991. This is accomplished through a process in which former learn-
ing experiences are used to interpret new situations. When students experience 
that their pre-understandings and interpretations do not match a new experi-
ence, they are placed in a situation that can provide them with the possibility to 
change their perspective and potentially experience transformation. Mezirow 
argues that reflection is vital for the change of perspective. Søndenå (2010) also 
points to the fact that reflection may be both forceless and forceful. He defines 
forceless reflection as an illumination or a prism that reconfirms what the stu-
dents already know – a sort of unquestioned truth that is not up for discus-
sion. It does not provide the opportunity to constructively develop intercultural 
competences, but instead leaves students in a form of normative bell jar. On the 
contrary, forceful reflection has the capacity to transform accounts which are 
taken for granted. For instance, since the idea of being a good teacher is not 
universal and varies between educational systems, cultures, and expectations, 
forceful reflection on the idea of being a good teacher may illuminate different 
logics of practice and challenge hegemonies that are voiced as universal. The 
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following section analyzes the data through the lenses of these presented theo-
retical frameworks. 

Findings 
This section analyzes some of the findings from the data collected in connection 
to the pilot COIL project via the survey and Go Along interview. The analysis is 
divided into two themes. On one hand, we found that the COIL learning design 
and process did include elements that were meaningful in disturbing students 
in their reflection and learning. We found that these elements in the COIL 
project were able ‘[…]to provide appropriate and meaningful disturbances in 
the learning process for the purpose of activating thinking and curiosity about 
other ways of thinking or acting’  (Horn et al., 2020 p. 18).  However, there were 
some elements of the COIL project that did not provide a meaningful distur-
bance, and hence became an obstacle to the students’ learning and reflection. 
In what follows we first address three of the themes that students found con-
strained their learning process, and second, we analyze three of the elements 
that can be considered effective meaningful disturbances that inspired reflec-
tion, according to student utterances. 

When Disturbances are Less Meaningful 
Both the qualitative and quantitative data showed that the students experi-
enced three main challenges in the COIL project: 1. obstacles related to moti-
vation and the length of the project, 2. differences in engagement due to wheth-
er students joined the project as a curricular or extra-curricular activity, and 
3. frustrations related to asymmetries of technologies. We have deemed these 
challenges to be “less meaningful disturbances” which hindered the students’ 
learning process and opportunities for reflection rather than activating think-
ing and curiosity. The following sections explore these challenges.

Motivation and Length of Project
Sustained motivation in the project proved to be challenging, and although 
the content of the synchronous meetings and assignments were scaffolded in 
detail, the process and time in between meetings were more loosely structured. 
Students felt they were left to navigate that process on their own, which resulted 
in some students’ initial motivation diminishing drastically, and some students 
even giving up after the excitement of the first dialogues had dissipated. The 
survey results show that only 36% agreed that they learned a lot from investi-



158

gating the themes of the exchanges, whereas 55% disagreed or simply did not 
know whether that was the case, as is evident in figure 2 beneath. 

Figure 2: Quantitative results from the survey, 2023

Similarly, other students stated, “I think I would have made more scaffolding 
and so some of the things in class, instead of all almost being outside of class” 
(open-ended answer from the survey). Another aspect that impacted student 
motivation was the length of the project. One student wrote, “It should not be 
going on for so many months. It is difficult to engage in conversations and to 
have them for such a long time” (open-ended answer from the survey). The 
feeling of not having appropriate scaffolding as well as the project being too 
massive meant that some students found it difficult to maintain motivation, 
and found the disturbance provided by the COIL challenging and less mean-
ingful: “We had a lot of challenges in our group, and our motivation fell quickly. 
Therefore, we haven’t exchanged so much, and collaboration has slowed, despite 
an honest effort from us in the beginning. Both our group and the group from 
Ghana have stalled […]” (open-ended answer from the survey). This opinion is 
echoed by several students from the teacher education department in Denmark 
who mention lack of structure as a cause of the few exchanges: “More structure. 
It could be hard to plan a meeting, therefore I(t) would have been easier if it 
was a more structured for both parts” (open-ended answer from the survey). 
Yet other students suggested, “scaffold it more so it’s easier for the students e.g., 
time for meeting is set by the teacher”. The length of the project and the number 
of themes proved to be overwhelming for students, which negatively affected 
their engagement and motivation. The findings indicate that it is important to 
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consider a design that is based on fewer, but more meaningful and collaborative 
synchronous exchanges that can keep students engaged in the project. Based 
on this observation, we suggest that it could be beneficial to develop a prob-
lem-based and very concrete topic of investigation which could be explored 
from various perspectives.

Curricular versus Extra-curricular Engagement
Students’ desire for more structure and scaffolding could also be connected to 
challenges related to the perceived inequal engagement of students based on 
whether the COIL was implemented as a curricular or extracurricular project. 
For instance, one student noted, “I would have made it obligatory for the stu-
dents in Ghana as well, because you could clearly notice that there was not the 
same motivation and engagement in the project” (presumably as for the Danish 
students), and another student expressed, “Make the COIL project as a com-
pulsory activity for both universities.” (open-ended answer from the survey). In 
conversations with the Danish students in the classroom, many expressed frus-
trations over the asymmetry in engagement, which from theme 1 to theme 2 
seemed to decrease tremendously. This created an imbalance that did not need 
exist, and may, in fact, have contributed to a feeling of “us” vs “them” rather 
than breaking down stereotypes and creating space for reflection, as noted in 
the following citation, “Make it mandatory for Ghana students, so their motiva-
tion for the project isn’t nonexistent” (open-ended answer from survey). Here 
it is apparent that the Danish students may have reconfirmed their own bias-
es regarding the Ghanian students rather than challenging their own assump-
tions. The perceived asymmetry in engagement represented a less meaningful 
disturbance that widened the gap between cultures and decreased opportunity 
for reflection and development of intercultural competence. It is important to 
note that motivation and engagement from some students were equally present 
from both universities, but by the time of the survey – during theme 2 – it had 
become clearer that the excitement of “meeting each other” had fallen, and in 
many cases, the driving force behind the project became one sided, as students 
in the global South entered their exam period, and no longer “had time” for this 
extra-curricular activity. Based on these observations, we suggest that a COIL 
project should employ a design that is equally curricular or extra-curricular for 
all students involved in the project.
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Technological Asymmetry
As a major part explaining the asymmetry in engagement, a source of frustra-
tion was also asymmetry in technology. Issues with internet connectivity were 
identified as challenges by many students from both Ghana and Denmark. 
When analyzing the effectiveness of synchronous vs. asynchronous exchanges, 
the students reported that the project’s success would have benefited by keep-
ing it asynchronous rather than attempting synchronous meetings that seemed 
to frustrate all students. Once again, students here encountered a less mean-
ingful disturbance which hindered reflection. This resulted in some instanc-
es where students concluded that working with cultures that are less different 
would have been better: “Maybe pick a country with a culture more similar to 
our culture, and with better connection options”.  (open-ended answer from 
the survey). The students from Ghana also identified technological asymme-
try as a hindrance when all respondents replied to the survey by stating that 
“I would have made other learning tools accessible offline rather than online 
mode only so that others without internet could equally benefit.” (open-ended 
answer from the survey). Rather than providing opportunities for reflection 
and dialogue, here the COIL project seemed to have reinforced stereotypes and 
left students from Ghana feeling excluded, which may also have contributed to 
a decrease in their engagement in the project, as seen in the previous section. 
Here it is apparent that the learning design of the COIL unintentionally repro-
duced knowledge asymmetries, as the planning group did not fully consider 
or discuss the extra costs and effort required from the students in the glob-
al South needed to connect synchronously with students in the global North. 
This lack of transparency may also explain the differences in levels of student 
engagement seen in the previous section. The asymmetry in availability and 
cost of technology and connectivity may have meant that a high number of 
students from the global South had initially been motivated, but withdrew si-
lently, instead of drawing attention to the extra costs and time that they could 
not necessarily afford to spend on the project as an extra-curricular activity. 
Based on these observations, we would like to highlight the importance of an 
awareness of the availability and accessibility of the utilized technologies in the 
COIL project to accommodate both global North and global South contexts. 
It may also be worth considering finding a way to provide financial support to 
students in the global south so they may afford the relatively high data costs 
required for virtual collaboration. This could for instance be accomplished via 
a co-funded project.  
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When Disturbances are Meaningful 
As noted in previous sections, the data suggested that students did not feel 
they learned much concerning the overall theme of the project – “myths and 
stories”. However, the results also showed that the students did learn from 
the interactions and dialogues during the project. Moreover, 73% responded 
that they had learned something they would not have learned otherwise by 
participating in the COIL as illuminated in figure 3 beneath, and 83% agreed 
that it was a great way to connect to the world virtually.

Figure 3: Quantitative results from the survey, 2023

Additionally, the data suggested that students were developing competences 
related to working in diverse groups. As one respondent from the Danish as 
Second Language class expressed:  

“I think it started out well, and in that connection, I learned several 
things. The myths we received from the Ghanaian students were interest-
ing, but I miss the dialogue with them (students from partner university), 
as that went down the drain due to bad connectivity, and therefore lack 
of engagement. I’ve learned that other cultures are different, and that our 
approaches to project work like this (the COIL) also differ across bor-
ders. But I have learned how one can handle such situations, and I have 
become better in how I react on such issues myself. I have been forced to 
communicate in English, which is not my strong side, but it was good for 
me. Concretely, I learned the myth of how God ended up being in heav-
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en due to a woman in Ghana pounding fufu” (open-ended answer from 
survey). 

The quote above seemed to be quite similar to most students’ replies when 
asked what they learned by participating in the COIL. Therefore, the next sec-
tion of the analysis highlights three areas in which the COIL project provided 
a meaningful disturbance which led to opportunities for increased reflection 
and learning: 1. as an authentic arena for communicating in English as a global 
lingua franca, 2. as a catalyst for personal development and reflection, and 3. as 
a space for cultural encounters that can lead to reflection and dialogue.

Authentic Arena for Communicating in English
Both the qualitative and quantitative data clearly showed that COIL was a 
meaningful disturbance that allowed students to increase their English lan-
guage skills. For instance, 83% agreed that they had gotten to use English in 
an authentic context, and 91% agreed that the COIL was great for language 
acquisition (see figure 4). 

 Figure 4: Quantitative results from the survey, 2023 

The data also showed that the COIL project disrupted the experience of English 
as a language rooted in an American or British context, and instead provided an 
opportunity for reflection about different varieties of English. In class discus-
sions in one of the English courses in Denmark, some students reported that it 
was challenging to understand the Ghanian students’ English because they wer-
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en’t used to the dialect. This can also be seen in the data where a Danish student 
noted, “The language barrier could sometimes be problematic.” (open-ended 
answer from the survey). Since there was, in truth, no language barrier since all 
students were speaking English, it can be assumed that the student meant the 
difference in how English was spoken in Ghana and what he or she was used 
to hearing. This perception was challenged when dialogue with other Danish 
students led to reflections about what kinds of English the students were used 
to hearing and how that affected their perception of “correct” English. The go 
along interview also revealed that the Danish students from English courses felt 
it was valuable to hear different variations of English: “To hear someone speak 
English in a different way than we speak English, and in a different way than 
we hear in films and tv series and such. That they use language in a completely 
different way than we are used to when it comes to our American and British 
tv series.” As noted by the student from the Danish as a Second Language class 
(above) “I have been forced to communicate in English, which is not my strong 
side, but it was good for me.” (open-ended answer from survey). Although the 
students experienced discomfort or disturbance in relation to what they were 
accustomed to, they were able to remain in that space of discomfort and use it 
to reflect on their own learning processes and potential.

Learning Patience and Creative Problem-solving
The ability to remain in a space of discomfort or disturbance and use it as an 
opportunity for reflection was also seen in students’ reflections about their per-
sonal development throughout the COIL project. When asked about their own 
attitude and contribution to the COIL, 50% agreed that it had been a positive 
experience. Moreover, 54% agreed that they had learned to be more patient 
and seek further explanations when meeting someone or something they did 
not understand, and 55% agreed that they were able to find solutions to the is-
sues they encountered during the COIL. Almost 50% reported positively when 
asked if they had gained insights into an aspect of their personal and profes-
sional development throughout the project (see figure 5). 
 
 



164

Figure 5: Quantitative data results from the survey, 2023

While earlier we identified issues with timing and internet connectivity as chal-
lenges, here it became apparent that working creatively to solve those prob-
lems and overcome frustration may be considered a meaningful disturbance 
that allowed students to develop their patience and problem-solving skills. 
In the open answers from the survey, Danish students wrote: “I have learned 
that online meetings are not always easy, and that you need to be quick to find 
solutions.” “[I] worked with my patience, and that the process is important 
too.” “Communication on different platforms makes us patient, because not 
every platform works well.” (open-ended answer from the survey). In the go 
along interview, we were able to see some of the problem-solving skills that 
the students employed to solve the challenge of poor sound quality during a 
synchronous video meeting. The Danish and Ghanian students agreed to send 
the stories they were supposed to discuss during the meeting as a chat and 
were therefore able to complete the task using screenshots and comments to 
share and discuss their stories, despite the challenges with internet connectivity 
(go along interview 7.26). Based on these observations, it is apparent that the 
space between a meaningful and a less meaningful disturbance is narrow, and 
perhaps dependent on the students’ willingness to reflect on the process and be 
open to working with personal development. While some students found the 
disturbance of COIL to be overwhelming, the data clearly showed that many 
embraced the opportunity for self-reflection and development. Moreover, a less 
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meaningful disturbance may – over time – turn into a meaningful disturbance 
upon post-reflection and further dialogue. 

Cultural Encounters as a Catalyst for Reflection and Dialogue 
The data also showed several instances in which self-reflection and develop-
ment were closely tied to reflection and dialogue based on cultural encoun-
ters. Some Danish students from both the English course and Danish as second 
language course described experiences where they had initially felt very un-
comfortable about the way in which the students from Ghana contacted them. 
However, dialogue with other members of the class as well as the lecturer led 
to a reflection about differences in culture and the importance of reflecting on 
one’s own reactions. In the survey, one student wrote, “I have learned about 
another culture and how different we are - compared to where we come from. For 
example, we felt like they attacked us when they first contacted us. Mostly because 
they are like “I want to be your best friend!” And us Danes are quite reserved 
people, who like our own space. So, I’ve also learned to look inside, to see if some-
thing I do make the mood bad etc.” (open-ended answer from the survey). This 
student referred to this experience several times in class throughout the COIL 
project, and it appeared to be a significant realization for the student, which 
was facilitated by the meaningful disturbance provided by the COIL project. 
Whether the Ghanaian students had similar feelings of discomfort related to 
the Danish students’ approach to communication remains unclear, although 
students from the Danish as a Second Language class at times expressed that 
they seemed to have upset their Ghanaian counterparts by not responding 
promptly to messages. 

The quantitative data supports the idea that COIL is a meaningful distur-
bance in relation to cultural encounters, since survey results revealed that most 
(59%) of the participating students had not engaged in international education-
al activities previously, and that by participating in the COIL project, 55% re-
ported that they had gained new insights about their own culture and practice. 
However, as seen in the example above, the opportunity for transformation is 
not necessarily found in the initial cultural encounter, but rather in the reflec-
tive space and dialogue that occurs in one’s own cultural context after the en-
counter has ended. The survey showed that 50% of the students responded that 
they had interesting dialogues with students from the other university, and 50% 
disagreed with this. In contrast to this, 73% of students agreed that the COIL 
led to interesting dialogues with their home-group (see figure 6).



166

Figure 6: Quantitative results from the survey, 2023

The opportunities for reflection flourished in the home group dialogues after 
and between the meetings. The experiences the students had during the online 
meetings that sometimes led to some stereotypical shortcomings seemed to 
be re-visited when students had the chance to engage in dialogue, share their 
experiences, and reflect over the situation. In the Danish as a Second Language 
course, a student shared her frustrations of not being able to understand what 
the students from Ghana were saying, due to the different accents of English, 
which she was not used to. This, combined with the bad audio experienced 
from a bad internet connection and noise from traffic, as students were some-
times on the move, seemed to add to the less meaningful disturbances, as we 
implied earlier in this paper. However, this issue was re-addressed, as another 
student added that the issue of having an accent would most likely be equally 
challenging for the students from the other university when meeting students 
from a Danish context where a majority of them were speaking English with 
a Danish accent. Also dialogue about how they handled situations when the 
synchronous video did not work made the students more observant of the pro-
cess in the project and inspired them to find alternative solutions. One group 
for instance, after having spent 30 minutes trying to connect, decided to make 
the meeting asynchronous, and share the assignment they were supposed to 
do in writing. Yet another group reported in the obligatory minutes of their 
synchronous meeting that the meeting had been affected by two out of the 6 
students not being able to connect due to internet issues. In the minutes, how-
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ever, it was interesting to see how their dialogues had led to them sharing what 
kinds of cards they had in their purse such as personal identification number, 
which led to discussions about how the society is structured in Denmark vs. 
Ghana. This resulted in the students continuing the conversation beyond the 
suggested slot of one hour for the synchronous meeting and engaging in di-
alogue for almost two hours. It was also notable that the minutes used names 
rather than nationalities to identify who said what, which indicates a view of 
meeting persons rather than nationalities or stereotypes. These dialogues, as 
well as the examples referenced in other sections of the analysis, demonstrate 
the importance of creating a space for dialogue and reflection after the mean-
ingful disturbance provided by a COIL activity has occurred. In the go-along 
interview, when asked what the students had learned from the project, one of 
the students answered that “It is really good. It is really exciting. Also, to have 
contact with someone from a whole other culture, you learn a lot from that. So, 
I think absolutely it is great, but some things need to be fine-tuned before it can 
function completely optimally.” (Go Along interview, 10:54). 

Conclusion and Discussion
In this study we set out to explore how a COIL project can provide a mean-
ingful disturbance and inspire reflection. Our findings suggest that the COIL 
design can facilitate meaningful disturbances and provide opportunities for di-
alogue and reflection when considerations are taken to minimize frustration 
and extraneous obstacles. Our critical realist lens revealed 3 causes for low par-
ticipation and limited dialogue: 1. It is important to have equal opportunity and 
obligation to participate amongst the participants. 2. It is important to limit the 
COIL project to an appropriate and relevant scope. 3. It is important to prepare, 
scaffold, and evaluate the COIL project thoroughly. 

In our pilot COIL project between two universities situated in a global 
North/South context, the data from the students indicated that they had both 
positive and negative learning experiences throughout the project. As is ev-
ident in several studies, COIL along with other VE models has great poten-
tial for providing a platform where more students can meet and engage in 
dialogues, common projects, themes, and cultural encounters. COIL has the 
potential to be a transformative learning experience, as seen in the reports of 
personal development, language acquisition, and reflection based on cultural 
encounters. Here, it is important to note that a meaningful disturbance may 
feel less meaningful in the moment, but that dialogue and reflection can re-



168

sult in the experience of discomfort becoming a transformative experience. It 
is unclear, however, to what extent students in the COIL project experienced 
such a transformative learning trajectory. In Mezirow’s approach, remaining in 
the situation and having no other possibility than dealing with the moment is 
essential for transformation to occur. In the COIL project, students were still 
“safely” at home, and perhaps it required more discomfort than what was pre-
sented in the COIL pilot for them to truly experience transformative learning. 
In order to create possibilities for transformative potential, it is also important 
to minimize frustration that can interfere with motivation. In our project, we 
found that frustrations due to inequal engagement, asymmetry in technology, 
and challenges due to the length of the project hindered student motivation 
which decreased or, in some cases, eliminated the opportunity for reflection 
and transformative learning.  Nevertheless, we can conclude that the COIL 
design indeed facilitated meaningful disturbances and provided opportunities 
for dialogue and reflection, but also made it clear that awareness of potential 
obstacles in the COIL design in order to minimize frustration and maximize 
motivation and opportunities for learning and development are important to 
monitor throughout the project. 
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Abstract
Students’ preparation for class serves to bridge the gap between theory and 
practice. Yet many students fail to complete assigned readings. This integra-
tive literature review addresses the problem from a faculty-centred perspective: 
What can lecturers do to improve reading compliance amongst students?

The review approaches this in two steps:
First, it identifies five strategies faculty have used to successfully increase 

compliance. The strategies are found through the coding and categorization of 
66 peer-reviewed journal articles.

Second, an initial framework is provided of how student preparation may be 
strengthened in Reflective Practice-Based Learning. Compliance strategies are 
merged with the concepts experience, thinking, and action. 

Keywords
Reading Compliance, Reflective Practice-Based Learning, Preparation 

Introduction
The connection between theory and practice is a key characteristic of Reflec-
tive Practice-Based Learning (RPL). By combining theoretical knowledge with 
practical experience, students are taught to develop a sense of judgement in a 
dialectic interplay between abstract concepts and trying things out (Kjærgaard 
et al., 2021). Drawing upon knowledge and professional insight, students learn 
to act in complex, ever-changing real-life situations that require them to devel-
op a sound sense of judgement (Pedersen, 2021).

As emphasized by Kirkegaard (2021), preparation plays a fundamental role 
in this process of reflection. Preparation – building up a reservoir of knowledge 
to reflect with – provides the foundation that allows students to reflect critically 



172

in the sense defined by Horn et al. (2020), namely by synthesizing theory and 
practice.

Little attention has, however, been given to the preparation phase in RPL 
regarding effort and quality in the work put in by students. Surveys show that 
many university students, according to themselves, do not complete assigned 
readings (Aagaard et al., 2014; Clump et al., 2004; Schnee, 2018). Podolefsky 
and Finkelstein (2006) found that less than 13 % read often and before lec-
ture, while Gammerdinger and Kocher (2018) reported 54,4 % doing no read-
ing whatsoever. In a study by Dowling (2017), only 22,4 % passed a syllabus 
reading check although most students had reported having done the readings. 
Similar discrepancies between self-reported and actual behaviour have been 
found by Hoeft (2012) and Sappington et al. (2002). Burchfield and Sappington 
(2000) asked 910 psychology undergraduates and graduates to list any three 
valid points from the reading they claimed to have done. 33,9 % of the students 
passed the test.  

With students spending less time reading than expected by universities (St 
Clair-Thompson, 2018) – and in some cases doing no reading at all – prepara-
tion is compromised. Del Principe and Ihara (2017) have identified a culture 
of non-preparation where students learn to “get by” with little or no reading 
effort. As argued by Gorzycki et al. (2020), this culture is paradoxical in nature 
because students themselves recognize the value and importance of reading 
as a part of their preparation for class. This has been shown by several studies 
(Berry et al., 2010; Lemanski, 2011; Marek & Christopher, 2011; Pecorari et al., 
2012). 

For RPL educators who seek to foster critical reflection rooted in both prac-
tical experience and theoretical knowledge, this poses at least two questions. It 
will be the aim of this paper to answer those.

• RQ1: How can faculty in higher education help strengthen students’ 
preparation?

• RQ2: How can faculty in higher education scaffold student preparation 
in ways that promote reflection?

Method
The research was conducted as an integrative literature review. The inte-
grative literature review seeks to “find common ideas and concepts from 
the review material” (Pautasso, 2013, p. 2) rather than merely summa-
rize previous studies. It “reviews, critiques, and synthesizes representa-
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tive literature on a topic in an integrative way such that new frameworks 
and perspectives on the topic are generated” (Torraco, 2005, p. 356). 
Torraco (2005) states that an integrative literature review should account for 
keywords, databases used, as well as criteria for inclusion and exclusion. This 
is provided in Table 1. To answer both RQ1 and RQ2, common themes were 
identified by coding and categorizing the texts along the guidelines provided 
by Gravengaard (2014). For the sake of space, the full bibliography has been 
omitted. It may be provided upon request.

The review is structured as proposed by Ferrari (2015) with results presented 
after the data collection overview. 

Table 1: Data collection

Database Summon Web-Scale Discovery service

Search period April 6th,1998 – April 6th, 2023

Types of 
literature 

Peer-reviewed journal articles

Language English

Discipline Education

Fields Abstracts

Keywords “Students” + “reading compliance” or one of:

 “come to class prepared” “reading assigned text”

“complete required readings” “reading completion”

“complete assigned reading” “complete the reading”

“preparation for educational activities” “read the textbook in advance of class”

“course preparation assignment” “engage in critical reading and deep 
learning”

“encourage thorough preparation for class” “deep processing of assigned readings”

“out-of-class preparation” “doing the reading”

“read all assigned readings in advance” “noncompliance with assigned reading”

“preclass readings” “recognize the benefits of reading before 
class”

“read the material prior to class” “key course content outside of class”
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“complete and understand assigned 
readings”

“read the assigned textbook readings”

“how students interact with their 
textbooks”

“noncompliance with reading 
assignments”

“encourage the reading” “read and understand textbook material 
before class”

“students interacting with course material” “motivate students to prepare for class”

“read the assigned textbook pages” “pre-lecture preparedness”

“strategies for introducing material before 
class”

“read the textbook assignments”

“encourage more reading by students” “read assigned articles”

“how and to what extent students use their 
textbook”

“non-compliance with reading 
assignments”

“increase completion of reading 
assignments”

“preparing for class discussion”

Number of hits 98

Selected (RQ1) 66 out of 98

Criteria Articles that did not directly address reading compliance in higher education were 
excluded, e.g., articles about elementary or high school. Studies that dealt with specific 
groups, e.g., students with disabilities, were excluded.

Selected (RQ2) 15 out of 66

Criteria A search was done in each text for the word ‘reflect’. Texts that explicitly addressed the 
concept of students’ reflection were included. It should be stressed that by limiting the 
search to the word ‘reflect’, some relevant studies which address the issue in different 
terms, e.g., ‘deep learning’ or ‘engaged reading’, may not have been included.

Availability All selected articles were available except Marchant (2002).

Results

Reading compliance
A key concept in the literature is reading compliance. Phillips and Compton 
(2016) define it as “a broad umbrella term that refers to actual or claimed con-
firmations of suggested, recommended and essential reading by undergraduate 
and postgraduate students” (para. 1). They suggest that the term has connota-



175

tions of “conformity, regulation and scrutiny” (para. 1). The focus is narrow: 
Do students do the reading or not? 

Brost and Bradley (2006) claim that much research on the issue of reading 
compliance approaches the problem first and foremost as “a student-centered 
problem”, while in fact “faculty members deserve our share of the responsibil-
ity as well” (p. 106). They observed 13 university lecturers and found that the 
readings assigned varied “dramatically” (p.103) in terms of type, amount, and 
how they were utilized in class. Less than half neither asked students about the 
readings nor employed them in class in other ways. Instead, most of the lectur-
ers repeated elements already covered in the reading. They did, in other words, 
exactly the opposite of what numerous studies have recommended: Make ac-
tive use of the readings done by the students and do not summarize what they 
are expected to have covered themselves (see, e.g., Aalbers et al., 2013; Kerr & 
Frese, 2017; Manarin, 2019). 

Following Brost and Bradley’s notion that reading compliance may fruitfully 
be approached from a faculty-centered perspective, the analysis identified five 
different strategies that faculty have used successfully to strengthen and in-
crease students’ preparation:

1. Focus preparation assignments. Carefully select preparation materials by re-
ducing the amount to what is essential. Keep it short and focused. Make sure 
materials are relevant and applicable to the class.

2. Provide reading guidance. When left to their own devices, students often 
read haphazardly, without any clear goal or structure. Help students become 
focused readers.

3. Hold students accountable. Use daily quizzes, response papers, essays, or 
other forms of mandatory preparation assignments to get them into the 
habit of reading.

4. Use students’ preparation in the classroom. It is important that students 
“do something” with what they have read. Follow up by incorporating their 
reading in dynamic classroom activities. 

5. Consider other modalities to vary the preparation materials – podcasts, 
question-embedded videos, multimedia learning modules, cartoons … 
Choose materials that fit the specific discipline, students, and context.

It should be stressed that these strategies are not mutually exclusive and, in 
practice, often overlap.



176

Findings are summarized in figure 1.

Figure 1. Strategies to strengthen students’ preparation.

Student preparation in RPL
RPL is defined by Horn et al. (2020) as “reflection on/in/with practice with the-
oretical analyses and practical syntheses” (p. 13). This definition implies a fo-
cus on reflection as the bridge between theory and practice. Horn et al. (2020) 
do not provide a single, authoritative definition of the concept reflection itself. 
Rather, they account for a multitude of definitions relevant to RPL. 

Common to these definitions, according to Kirkegaard (2021), is an em-
phasis on students applying what they have learned to new situations en-
countered in the profession. Reflection in an RPL context thus serves sev-
eral purposes. It makes explicit the thoughts that underlie students’ ac-
tions, and by doing so expands students’ reservoir of knowledge. This, in 
turn, leads to new action that forms the basis of new reflection and so forth.  
 
Central to RPL is, in other words, a dialectic relationship between experience, 
thinking, and action as highlighted by Kjærgaard et al. (2021). Students have the 
sensory experience of trying something out in practice, and they use their own 
experiences as resources of learning. They think by putting their own experi-
ences into a wider context, connecting with others and with abstract concepts. 
And they act by trying out what happens when they do new things. This means 
that in RPL, theory and practice are intrinsically linked. 
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While the RPL literature does not explicitly address what constitutes good 
student preparation and how to enforce it, the studies analysed in this review 
may serve as a starting point for how to synthesize known reading compli-
ance strategies with RPL principles – and what pitfalls to avoid. For example, 
Roberts and Roberts (2008) assert that quizzing – a frequently recommend-
ed compliance technique – may result in superficial memorization rather than 
deep learning. They raise the question: Is it possible for “extrinsically imposed 
sanctions”, such as quizzes, to “evolve into intrinsic motivations” (p. 130) where 
students prepare for class not because they are forced to, but because they are 
curious about the readings and perceive them as meaningful? 

Considerations of this type appear particularly relevant in RPL, whose Fun-
damental Principles (FP’s) as outlined by Horn et al. (2020) implicitly assume 
active student participation. The FP’s highlight the importance of students’ own 
experiences, exploration, and dialogue in teaching and learning activities. If the 
lecturer’s aim is to guide students toward actively engaging in critical thinking 
along these guidelines, strategies for reading compliance that seem “more pu-
nitive than instructive” (Connor-Green, 2000, p. 84) may backfire.

To make a first attempt to merge the RPL approach with known strategies for 
reading compliance, this review identified five texts from the literature search 
as particularly relevant. They each relate to A) the interplay between experi-
ence, thinking, and action, B) the six FPs of RPL, and C) the strategies present-
ed in figure 1. 

By combining strategies of reading compliance with the concepts of experi-
ence, thinking, and action, an initial framework is provided of how to strength-
en student preparation in accordance with RPL principles. 
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Table 2: Reading Compliance in RPL
Strategy Experience Thinking Action

Focus Preparation 
Assignments:

Model texts used in writing 
composition class (Bunn, 

2013) 

Read and notice what 
types of things you like 

in writing.

Identify the methods 
and techniques 

employed by the 
author.

Try one of the 
techniques in your 

own writing. See how 
it works.

Provide Reading Guidance:

Task Oriented-Reading 
Instruction (Ritchey & List, 

2022)

Activate what you 
already know – draw a 

concept map.

Assess the notes that 
you have done. Make 

connections.

Take notes as you 
discover the text’s 

main ideas.

Hold Students Accountable:

Just-in-Time-assignment the 
day before class (Howard, 

2014)

Incorporate your own 
opinion and previous 

knowledge.

Synthesize ideas 
presented throughout 

the text.

Complete the reading 
and writing before 

tomorrow’s deadline. 

Use the Preparation in Class:

Structured Groupwork 
with individual preparation 

(Parrott & Cherry, 2011)

Connect the material 
to things you 

understand. Ask 
questions.

Approach the material 
from the role you will 

have in the group 
(Devil’s Advocate, 

Creative Connector, 
Passage Master …)

Meet with your group 
members. Share 

your knowledge of 
the text and reading 

experiences.

Consider Other Modalities:

Deep Reading response 
assignment (Roberts & 

Roberts, 2008)

Choose an assignment 
format based on 

what you like (visual, 
mathematical, musical 

…)

Identify the main 
ideas of the text and 

consider how to 
convey them in your 

chosen format.

Draw, visualize, or 
create a song or a rap 
based on the text you 

have read.

Conclusion
This paper has identified five strategies for strengthened students’ preparation: 
Focus Preparation Assignments, Provide Reading Guidance, Hold Students 
Accountable, Use the Preparation in Class, and Consider Other Modalities. 
Furthermore, by merging these strategies with the RPL concepts experience, 
thinking, and action, a preliminary framework has been suggested of how to 
address reading compliance in RPL.

Important limitations include: 
First, a lack of previous studies that deal explicitly with reading compliance 

in an RPL context. Studies covered by this literature review were predominantly 
done amongst university students in disciplines such as psychology, medicine, 
finance, accounting, and sociology. These studies may carry perceptions with 
them that would have been different in, e.g., a school for teachers and nurses. It 
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would be interesting for future research to explore the role of reading in student 
preparation in these specific contexts.

Second, a small number of studies in the sample that explicitly addressed stu-
dent reflection. Only few articles examined in the literature review addressed 
reflection as an explicit concept or topic. Other keywords would most likely 
generate more results. Some useful starting points for future research could be 
searches on concepts such as “critical thinking”, “deep learning”, and “reflective 
thinking”.  

Third, by generalizing across different teaching and learning activities as well 
as types of education, this review does not consider local, context-specific par-
ticularities. The framework proposed of how to approach reading compliance 
in RPL should be read, interpreted, and applied with these limitations in mind.    
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Abstract 
RPL presupposes a practice that can be reflected upon, in and with, to cre-
ate a connection between theory and practice, with the purpose of developing 
the students’ professional identity. Academy Profession Programmes are often 
polyvalent, without a clearly defined practice or profession. This therefore begs 
the question of how one educates with RPL as a pedagogical basis for teaching, 
when there is neither a requirement for reflective ability, nor a clear practice 
that is being educated towards.

This paper presents a model that is developed as a result of the preliminary 
study for the research project on how RPL can be applied in polyvalent Acade-
my Profession Programmes. The preliminary study, and the result in this paper, 
is based on an analysis of empirical data consisting scientific literature, obser-
vations, and qualitative data with a focus on the concepts of practice, learning 
and reflection.

Keywords
Reflective Practice-based Learning, Practice, Reflection, Academy Profession 
Programmes (AP Programmes), Professional identity.

Introduction  
Within the White paper on Reflective Practice-based Learning (Horn et al., 2020) 
the theoretical foundation in the learning approach of Reflective Practice-based 
Learning (RPL) has been created. With this approach to learning, reflection has 
been placed in a central role in the student’s professional development. (Horn 
et al., 2020). Being able to reflect, however, presupposes that there is a practice 
which forms the basis for what must be reflected on, as reflection forms the 
basis for the student to act based on experiences (Schön, 1983). What lies in the 
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concept of practice is not elaborated further in the White paper, justified by the 
fact that this only sets the framework of RPL and leaves it to the individual ed-
ucations to define their own RPL methods and techniques. (Horn et al., 2020), 
as presented in figure 1. 

Figure 1:” The relationship between approach, fundamental principles, methods, and 
techniques”, (Horn et al., 2020)

In this paper, the “RPL reflection model” is presented, which classifies the ap-
proach to reflection and practice into 4 categories. The model is intended as a 
tool to create dialogue and discussion of how RPL is visible in both the individ-
ual lessons as well as the Programme in general, with the purpose of supporting 
the lectures to discuss the local methods and techniques.

The programs in focus in this paper are the Academy Profession Programmes 
(AP) in Marketing Management and the AP in Service, Hospitality and Tour-
ism Management, both placed on the list of the 25 largest educations in Den-
mark (Forskningsstyrelsen, 2023).

AP Programmes does not have the same interaction between theory and in-
ternship as is the case with Professional Bachelor’s Programmes, where the stu-
dents experience that the program alternates between a stay at the educational 
institution and an internship. This interaction between theory and practice cre-
ates a better foundation for reflection on and in practice (Kolb, 1984), which is 
not in the same way possible in AP Programmes. The implementation of RPL 
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in AP Programmes can therefore be more difficult to access, and interviews and 
observations (Lecturers, Interview: RPL on Academy Programme Marketing 
Management, 2021-2022) (Lecturers, 2023) also show a lack of structure and 
foundation for how the 6 RPL fundamental principles (Horn et al., 2020) can 
be used in both lessons as well as in the Programmes in general. 

Method
The result presented in this paper is based on the question of whether it is 
possible to make a model for dialogue on how to be aware of the use of RPL 
in Academy Programmes, similar to the “Praksislæringsmodellen” (Hersom, 
2017), that will be introduced in this section.

The theoretical approach to the analysis of data and experience, as well as 
developing the model presented, is based on the inductive method, where the 
goal has been to generalize knowledge for the purpose of creating the mod-
el. This has been carried out with inspiration from Dewey’s approach to the 
development of new knowledge through reflection on own observations and 
interaction with the interview participants (Dewey, 1933).

The primary data consists of observations and semi-structured interviews 
with a focus on dialogue and interaction between the participants (Brinkmann, 
2014) in order to create a reflection (Kolb, 1984) on one’s own and others’ per-
ception and understanding of the concepts of practice and reflection in relation 
to the Academy Programmes. Observations in lessons has focused on both lec-
tures and students, followed by subsequent collecting questions elaborating the 
use of RPL in the lesson. The focus was to observe the connection between the-
ory and practice as well as where and how the students were activated to reflect. 

The literature is based on a literature review with a focus on the concept of 
practice in the context of practical learning and reflection, with a view to gen-
eralizing the concepts in relation to the Academy Programmes. 

“Praksislæringsmodellen” is presented as a tool for lectures in vocational ed-
ucation to discuss how practice is included in class with a focus on what the 
student must learn and how he/she must learn (Hersom, 2022). Its strengths lie 
in its division, where it classifies learning into 4 different approaches: 

1. 
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1. Practice-oriented learning, where there is a closed professional classifica-
tion, but a more open pedagogical framework.

2. Practice-based learning, where there is a more open pedagogical framework 
and at the same time a more open professional classification. 

3. Practice-directed learning, where there is a closed pedagogical framework 
and a closed pedagogical framework. 

4. Practice-related learning, where there is an open pedagogical framework 
and a more open professional classification. (Hersom, 2022)

The closed professional classification means that the student learns the correct 
way to e.g., use a specific tool, where the open professional classification refers 
to the student learning about the profession in general. The open pedagogi-
cal framework means that the student has some influence on how they learn, 
whereas the closed framework is based on a learning approach chosen by the 
teacher (Hersom, 2022). 

The disadvantage of the model, however, is that it leaves no room for reflec-
tion or argumentation, which forms the foundation for new knowledge and 
actions, which is necessary to act as a professional (Schön, 1983). 

RPL reflection model
In this section the RPL reflection model (Ottesen, 2023) is presented, with 
example of the 4 different approaches. The model is based on two concepts: 
Reflection and practice. The concept of reflection in the model is consistent 
with the perceptions described in the White paper on Reflective Practice-based 
Learning, meaning the ability to be critical and be able to argue (Horn et al., 
2020)

Practice has a central role in the students’ development and sense of attach-
ment to professional practice, and it is through reflection and in relation to this, 
that the students develop their professional identity (Illeris, 2015). That is why 
it is essential to work on an understanding of what practice is in the relevant 
Academy Programme, as well as where and how it is part of the education since 
a lack of experience within the field of practice-orientation can be an obstacle 
for the student to develop their own professional identity. (Illeris, 2015). The 
purpose of this paper is not to further discuss the concept of practice. In this 
paper practice is used as a term for learning and understanding the reality the 
students meet in their internship and after graduation. 
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The design of the model and the examples included have been developed 
based on the “praksislæringsmodellen” (Hersom, 2017), the 6 RPL fundamental 
principles (Horn et al., 2020), as well as an analysis of interviews (Lecturers, 
2021-2022) (Lecturers, 2023), observations (Lecturers, 2022) and literature, 
combined with own experiences on how RPL and the fundamental principles 
is applied in lessons in an Academy Programme. 
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Figure 2: ”RPL reflection-model” (Ottesen, 2023) inspired by 
“Praksislæringsmodellen” (Hersom, 2022)

The use of “informative” in the title of the approaches to the left, refers to the 
fact that this is an approach where the student learns about something that is 
given in advance, such as established theoretical models and theories. This is 
counterbalanced by the “inclusive” approaches to the right. Here, the student is 
to a greater extent an active part in the learning of new concepts, and less focus 
on the understanding of theory, but more focused on the understanding of the 
practical application.

The vertical arrows divide the model in relation to how much the students 
reflect. Reflection has been placed here to maintain reflection as the main ele-
ment in the student’s learning, which is the basic element in Reflective Practice 
Learning (Horn et al., 2020). 

At the top, reflection is a goal or a requirement, and this is clear to the stu-
dents, e.g., by requiring them to be able to argue for and reflect on the choices 
and decisions they have made. At the bottom, there are not the same require-
ments for reflection. This does not mean that the students do not have to re-
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flect, but only that it is not a set requirement. This could be the learning on how 
to set up a template for a financial analysis, where there is a clear standard for 
what this must contain, and not so much a requirement that the students can 
argue on the choice of template.

The horizontal arrows point in two directions, where on the left the focus is 
on understanding what professional practice is and how it works. This could be 
about understanding a company and how it exists in society, or how students 
could make a marketing plan based on theory and models. The approach is 
more general and can be applied into an overall practice. On the right, the focus 
on understanding practice and applying theory into practice. For example, how 
the strategic marketing plan in a specific company is prepared and implement-
ed. This could take place in internship or in simulated reality in lessons. 

In the following are examples of the 4 approaches, which is a result of inter-
views and dialogue with lecturers at UCN (Lecturer, Lecturer, & Lecturer, 2023) 
who have tested the model based on their own lessons, and the principles they 
assessed could be used in the 4 approaches. These are only examples, and the 
model can be used without the inclusion of the 6 RPL fundamental principles. 

• Informative reflective approach: Focus is learning about the profes-
sional practice, with an expectation and/or requirement that the student 
can reflect and argue on how and why. 
This could be based on principle 1 Experiences (Horn et al., 2020). It 
could also be used in assessing whether the students understand the 
choosing of a methodological approach to solving a problem. 

• Informative approach: Focus here is learning about the professional 
practice, without an expectation or requirement that they can reflect 
upon or argue against. 
This could be based on principle 4 The good example (Horn et al., 2020). 
It is also an approach that can be used in a subject like business econom-
ics, where the students need to learn to calculate economic key figures, 
without the need to argue the theory behind it.

• Inclusive reflective approach: Focus here is to support the students in 
reflecting on what happens in professional practices. 
This could be based on principle 3 Exploration and 5 Collaboration (Horn 
et al., 2020). This could e.g., be the preparation and presentation of pro-
posed solutions to case companies, where the students include practice 
in their argumentation. 
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• Inclusive approach: Focus here is to support the students in working 
independently with practice, without requiring them to reflect or argue.
This could be based in principle 6 Dialogue (Lecturers, 2023), between 
both the students and the lecturer. It is an approach that teaches the stu-
dents to act as close to practice as possible, with a focus on giving them 
skills and competences for, e.g., internships.

This model is intended as a dialogue tool for other lectures and lecture-teams 
who want to get an increased focus on what their starting point on how RPL 
looks like when they organize, plan and carry out lessons. It can be used as a 
model for dialogue and discussion on how RPL is applied in planning and car-
rying out lessons that aim to create reflective learning in and about practice in 
the students. By placing examples from lessons or courses in the model, it can 
reveal if the student’s experience lessons that represents all 4 corners, or if the 
all the lessons seem to gather in one specific corner. 

Ideally, the student should experience that throughout a semester, or the AP 
programmes in general, they are met with all 4 approaches that contain both 
an understanding of the theoretical as well as the practical aspects of the pro-
fession.

References
Brinkmann, S. (2014). Det kvalitative interview. Hans Reitzel.

Dewey, J. (1933). How we think: a restatement of the relation ofrReflective 
thinking to the educative process. Boston: Heath & Co Publishers.

Forskningsstyrelsen, U. o. (2023). Optagelsen 2023. København: Uddannelses- 
og Forskningsstyrelsen.

Hersom, H. (2017). Praksislæringsmodellen - Praksislæring i 
erhvervsuddannelserne. I H. Hersom, & P. Koudahl, Ind i praksis: 
Praksisinddragelse og differentiering erhvervsuddannelserne. Praxis.

Hersom, H. (2022). Praksislæring på erhvervsuddanneslerne - Hvordan? EMU 
Danmarks Læringsportal.

Horn, L., Jensen, C., Kjærgaard, T., Lukassen, N., Sørensen, I., Valbak-
Andersen, C., & Bundgaard, S. (2020). White Paper on Reflective Practice-
based Learning. University College of Northern Denmark.

Illeris, K. (2015). Transformativ læring og identitet. Samfundslitteratur.

Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experimental learning: Experience as the source of learning 
and development. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.



190

Lecturers. (2023). Interview: RPL in Academy Programme in Service 
Hospitality and Tourism Management. (L. K. Ottesen, Interviewer)

Lecturer, A., Lecturer, M., & Lecturer, C. (January 2023). Interview and testing 
of the RPL Reflection Model. (L. K. Ottesen, Interviewer)

Lecturers. (2021-2022). Interview: RPL on Academy Programme Marketing 
Management. (L. K. Ottesen, Interviewer)

Lecturers. (2022). Observations in lessons with various lectures. (L. K. 
Ottesen, Interviewer)

Ottesen, L. K. (2023). RPL reflection-model.

Schön, D. (1983). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. 
New Youk: Basic Books.



191

Leisure activities as learning arenas through 
student-driven activation in education

Sigurd Trolle Gronemann, Dorte Schiøler, Jesper Overby Andersen & Annegrete 
Skovbjerg 
Danish School of Media and Journalism

Abstract 
This project explores opportunities to activate students’ profession relevant 
activities that take place outside of formal education with the aim of incor-
porating these activities in formal learning arenas and making them relevant 
to students. The project is based on the educational philosophy derived from 
reflective practice-based learning and is particularly concerned with exploring 
the pedagogical principle that students’ own experiences and knowledge could 
be included in education.

Keywords
Reflective practice-based learning, experiential learning, out-of-school activi-
ties, leisure activities

Background
Over the past several years, learning research has seen an increase in efforts to 
understand and explore learning across the spatial, temporal and social dimen-
sions of human life (Lave & Wenger, 2003; Erstad et al., 2016). Work outside 
classroom is considered to be beneficial for students academically, socially and 
financially (Cheng & Alcántara, 2007; Fede, Gorman & Cimini, 2018). While 
most existing studies on student employment have interest in identifying the in-
fluence on academic outcomes such as academic success and retention (Cheng 
& Alcántara, 2007; Fede, Gorman & Cimini, 2018) other studies argue that out-
of-class experiences are beneficial and rewarding in regard to both professional 
attitudes, communication skills and problem solving (Hund & Bueno, 2015; 
Fede, Gorman & Cimini, 2018). However, studies into RPL also suggests that 
educational institutions, educators and students may have difficulties under-
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standing activities outside of formal learning arenas as relevant to their studies 
and incorporating them therein (Danske Professionshøjskoler, 2018). 

This project explores whether leisure activities take on meaning as learning 
resources in a student perspective and explores possibilities as to how this can 
be implemented into learning. In this study, students’ leisure activities are con-
sidered broadly to include study related jobs, part-time jobs, volunteer work 
and hobbies, as each of these can be obvious examples of study relevant ac-
tivities outside of education. Through a design-based research approach, we 
collaborate with students to investigate the following question: How can stu-
dents’ leisure activities be incorporated into education so that they are perceived 
as academically relevant by students?

Experiential learning approach
The experiential learning approach views experience, thinking and action as 
components of the knowledge processes involved in RPL (Professionshøjsko-
len UCN, 2020). The starting point can be the concrete experience – that is, the 
perceived situation, with all the actions, sensory impressions, relationships, sur-
roundings and other elements that it comprises (Damlund, 2018: 86). Inspired 
by Dewey’s understanding of the experiential process as a continuity between 
past, present and future, American educational researchers Mark Tennant and 
Philip Pogson work with four concepts of experience: previous experience, cur-
rent experience, new experiences and learning through experience (Tennant & 
Pogson, 1995). Based on Dewey’s and Tennant and Pogson’s concepts of experi-
ence, it is clear that the learning arenas from which students draw accumulated 
experiences potentially matter, as these previous experiences can have a signif-
icant influence on the way a person experiences, discovers, understands, values 
and learns from new experiences. Studies discuss the benefits of experiential 
learning which involves students engaging in work outside the classroom and 
it is argued that structured reflection on the activities is necessary in order to 
maximize the educational benefits (Moore, 2010). Other practitioner theorists 
raise the question of transfer of learning and argue that students have to be en-
couraged to examine the connections in order to make transfer occur. Here the 
importance of an intense reflection is also emphasized as means of experiential 
learning (e.g., Boud, Cohen and Walker, 1993).

The project explores opportunities to activate students’ profession-relevant 
experiences through a student-driven approach based on self-initiated activi-
ties. Previous studies indicate that students’ approach to self-initiated activities 
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in the study activity model’s category three is dominated by traditional study 
activities (eg. searching literature, reading, preparing exam) – that is, activities 
mainly related to formal education (Ringtved et al., 2016:16). Consequently, we 
explore possibilities to scaffold and offer structured reflection on self-initiated 
activities in order to broaden students’ perception of own experiences of leisure 
activities as potential arenas of learning.

Methodological Approach
The research approach is inspired by design-based research (DBR), where prac-
tice is the focal point and the research is application oriented (Christensen, 
Gynther & Pedersen, 2012). Through a didactic design, we aim to generate new 
knowledge through structured learning processes in a real learning context 
while simultaneously developing, testing and improving the design. Our re-
search question is thereby addressed through: 

• A didactic design that explores the potential for activating students’ ex-
periences from their leisure activities in formal teaching.

• A structured research process in which we investigate the potential for 
incorporating extracurricular activities into education together with stu-
dents.

In didactic terms
We tested the didactic design for a fourth semester 5 ECTS course (Innovation 
X) at Communication Studies at the Danish School of Media and Journalism 
(DMJX) in the spring semester of 2023 with 76 students participating. The di-
dactic design represents a first iteration and aims to explore the potential of 
bringing students’ extracurricular activities into play as learning arena through 
student-driven activation in teaching in a way that makes these activities aca-
demically and pedagogically relevant.  

The three-week course was built around a narrative line from uncovering cur-
rent expectations about the education to mapping extracurricular interests and 
future opportunities for education (for overview see Table 1). The course was 
structured according to a progression in methods from familiar (interview and 
research) to new (field study and co-creation). Additionally, there was variation 
in communication formats, again from familiar to new: from a portrait article 
in the first week to a sound montage in the second week and to two video for-
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mats in the third week. As it was necessary to incorporate graded assignments 
in the course, assignments were included for each week; these focused on re-
flection on the week’s findings and methods. Finally, each week was rounded 
off with a conversation – a group interview that was recorded for the project’s 
data collection.

Table 1: Course structure, Innovation X (5 ECTS)

Week 1 Week 3 Week 3

Focus Students’ perception 
of the education’s 
socialization 
into the field of 
communication so 
far. 

Identification of 
communication in 
students’ leisure 
activities.

Possibilities 
to integrate 
communication 
skills from leisure 
activities into 
the educational 
programme

Methods Desk research and 
interviews

Field study – 
observations and 
interviews

Co-creation and 
idea creation.

Products Portrait article Sound montage Short video

Assignment Group reflections on 
findings, methods 
and process. Leads to 
individual hand-in

Group reflections on 
findings, methods 
and process. Leads to 
individual hand-in

Group reflections on 
findings, methods 
and process. Leads to 
individual hand-in

In empirical terms
The project’s data collection was carried out through qualitative interviews and 
a quantitative evaluation of the students’ experiences and thoughts on partici-
pating in an attempt to incorporate leisure activities into teaching.

Qualitative interviews
We conducted 19 qualitative interviews in three rounds. Each interview was 
organised with students in groups of two to four people. We spoke to all 76 
students, some once, most three times. Each interview lasted 15–25 minutes. 
Thus, we have 57 unique interviews, corresponding to approximately 14 hours 
of audio material.  
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Each interview was organised as follows: 

• Groups of two to four people participated in a conversation with a teach-
er for 15 minutes

• The conversation was opened by having each participant in the group 
take turns articulating a general question, which was then elaborated 
upon through follow-up questions.

The follow-up questions were as follows:  

• Week 1: Tell us about what this week’s work has meant for your ideas 
about the communicator you want to be. Describe what prompted that. 
Describe how you feel about it.  

• Week 2: Tell us about what this week’s work has meant for your thoughts 
on the value of leisure activities for your communication development. 
Describe what prompted that. Describe how you feel about it.  

• Week 3: Tell us about what the past three weeks mean for your ideas of 
what you want to use your education and leisure time for now. Describe 
what prompted that. Describe how you feel about it.  

Quantitative evaluations
In immediate continuation of the course, the students were asked to complete 
a questionnaire with five questions regarding the course’s execution, organiza-
tion and fulfilment of goals. The students were asked to rate the aspects from 
1–5, and there were also open text fields for comments for each question as well 
as a completely open field. A total of 72% of students (55 out of 76) responded.  

Preliminary Observations
The project is far from its conclusion. So far, experiments have been carried out 
with the didactic design, and data have been collected in the form of extensive 
qualitative and less extensive quantitative material. Therefore, it is too early to 
draw actual conclusions from the project. At this point, we will focus on high-
lighting a few observations that have occupied us so far, namely the students’:  
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• Positive interest in investigating the learning potential in leisure activi-
ties. 

• Experience of the importance of free time as a ‘free space’ that must not 
be invaded by the educational rationale of targeted competence devel-
opment. 

• Perception that experiences outside of school are not necessarily relevant 
to their processing and reflection in the learning process.  

Discussion and Perspectives 
The preliminary observations point to several issues. Here, we will briefly ad-
dress two themes: the didactic design’s starting point and the dilemma between 
open investigations and summative assessments.  

The starting point for the didactic design was the involvement of students’ 
experiences from their leisure activities. Still, since some students do not at-
tribute the same importance to experiences from leisure arenas in their pro-
cessing and reflection, there may have been a skewing or undervaluing of the 
experiences previously made. It could be that experiences from the students’ 
formalised professional lives (e.g., from formal learning situations at school 
and situations from their educational internships) potentially played a more 
significant role than experiences from students’ leisure and everyday life.  

The dilemma between content and process as well as open investigations and 
summative assessments was expressed by several students during the course, in 
interviews and in comments in the questionnaire. Here, it was again stated that 
the students had a greater focus on delivering ‘suitable’ products rather than 
being open to the process; for example, students were more concerned about 
creating a successful sound product than using sound montage as a tool for 
structured reflection. There is a risk that the way in which the common explo-
ration materialised was influenced by the requirement to deliver a product that 
was to be assessed with a grade, thus potentially compromising the exploratory 
character. It is possible that the product focus would have been there even if 
it was not to be assessed, but there may be an inherent conflict in making ele-
ments of an exploratory creative process the subject of evaluation.

Next Step
The project is currently halfway through, as a first iteration of a didactic 
design has been carried out and data have been collected. The next phase is 
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to process the extensive qualitative material with a view towards discussing 
implications and perspectives.
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Abstract
This study investigates the intersection between education and professional 
practice from a student perspective. Emphasis is particularly on how students 
reflect and reason over their experiences before, during and after having final-
ized their practicum period. We argue that these post reflections may serve as 
an opportunity to enhance awareness on the transfer between education and 
professional practice in the process towards becoming a reflective professional 
practitioner. We further suggest that reflection may facilitate an opportunity 
for transformative learning among the students, and that the often-challenging 
transitions shocks many students experience doing a practicum may be an op-
portunity for transformation to take place. The study thus seeks to illuminate 
how, if, and when opportunities for transformative learning might happen. The 
primary empirical data draws on focus group interviews with students from a 
higher education institution having finalized their practicum in Denmark or 
abroad within the last six months. The study is a cross faculty pilot project that 
included students from the Hospitality, Social and Educational departments. 
The findings suggest that students do experience transitional shocks, and if 
managed well these shocks serve as an ingrained part of the students’ learning 
trajectory toward becoming reflective practitioners.   

Keywords
Higher education, reflective practice, transformative learning, practicum, tran-
sition  
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Introduction

Theories are exciting, but it is like reading Harry Potter. The book is excit-
ing, but when I close the book, the broom just cannot fly. 

(Student, Teacher Education, Interview 4, 2023)

Professional bachelor programs in Denmark aim at preparing students for their 
future jobs through the development of professional competences (Mykkänen 
et. Al, 2022). The programs combine theoretical studies with a practically ori-
ented approach in the form of mandatory practicum periods during the 3.5 to 
4 years of study (Ministry of Higher Education, 2022). These practicum periods 
allow students to apply, practice, and reflect on the knowledge gained from their 
professional courses. However, several studies point out that the practicum pe-
riods are generally valued higher by students over the theoretical subjects of 
their education (Böwadt & Vaaben, 2021). More precisely, they describe theory 
and practice as belonging to separate worlds, which leaves many students in a 
state of distress, causing a negative transitional shock (Spendlove et al., 2010 in 
Mykkänen, 2022). The transition shock between theory and practice has long 
been discussed as challenging for students to cope with, as they seem to feel left 
to find ways to deal with this on their own during their practicum or first year 
as graduates (Duchscher, 2018; Velija et al., 2008 in Mykkänen et. al., 2022). For 
instance, Velija et al. found that student teachers fail to find ways of linking the 
practicum and theory, and they cope with this by blindly following the ideolo-
gies of those whose knowledge they value, and which gives them the best odds 
of “getting by”, which in their study turned out to be schoolteachers rather than 
their supervisors from the higher education institution (Ribaeus, Enochsson, 
and Hultman 2020). 

In a Danish context, several educational initiatives have been implemented 
by the Ministry of Education aiming at minimizing transitional shocks. For 
instance, in 2020 the education of nursery received 44 million dkr. to mini-
mize transition shocks through more integrated practicum periods (Ludvigsen, 
2020). Similarly, a new teacher education curriculum is by the time of writing 
this paper, in its final stages and ready for a new intake of students in August 
2023. The aim is to include “more practice and better connection to everyday 
life as a primary/secondary school teacher” (Ministry of Higher Education, 
2022; Böwadt & Vaaben, 2021). As mentioned, these initiatives’ purpose at 
minimizing the transition shocks, as well as bridging the education and prac-
tice intersection (Topf, 2023). 
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Transition shocks have mostly been the center of attention within studies 
focusing on newly graduated students surviving their first year in their profes-
sion, and mostly these shocks have led to feelings of frustration, inadequacy, 
stress, and isolation in cases where they are not addressed, which probably have 
led to initiatives that aim at minimizing these shocks (Böwadt & Vaaben, 2021; 
Farrell, 2016). Although much research has been carried out focusing on tran-
sitions shocks, very few studies have, to our knowledge, pointed to the potential 
these transition shocks might have for students to learn and develop (Böwadt & 
Vaaben, 2021; Duchscher, 2018). Furthermore, such shocks may be necessary 
to learn how to deal with, and learn to accept as complex, conflictual, and full of 
dilemmas. Transition shocks may thereby have the potential to enhance critical 
reflection through practicum and so become a positive framework for students 
to apply, and it might inspire reflective practice under scaffolded guidance. We 
therefore argue that transition has a plethora of potential embedded in its core 
and may serve as a platform for development rather than to be avoided. We 
consequently pose the following research question: 

How do students experience, and deal with the transition between educa-
tion and practicum placement?

In the remaining part of this paper, we seek to illuminate this research question, 
by firstly offering a conceptualization of our key-concepts. Secondly, we pro-
vide a methodological section that includes the building blocks of this study in 
terms of data collection method and research view of the study. Then we pres-
ent our theoretical framework inspired by theories of transformative learning 
and reflection. Finally, the analysis section is presented, where the findings of 
the study are discussed, and consequently summarized in the conclusion and 
discussion section.  

Experiences and Reflection
In this paper, we find inspiration in Dewey’s take on experiences (1933; 
1980/1916). In his view, an experience can be viewed as a dynamic process 
and as an interplay between enacting or testing a phenomenon and the con-
sequences of this action. It therefore becomes a prerequisite for reflection and 
thinking, and experience has the capacity to constantly develop the scope and 
ability to make sense (Dewey 1933). Experiences can be both consciously and 
unconsciously experienced, and they form the basis for how we interpret and 
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react to future situations. In an educational context, the practicum offers an 
arena for experiences that may lead to reflection and learning. In this paper we 
focus on the experiences offered during students’ practicum period. During 
our data analysis, it became clear that in particular the transition shocks expe-
rienced seemed to affect students in a variety of ways. In this paper we therefore 
argue that transition shocks might offer a potential for students to reflect over 
their present practice leading to new discoveries and transformative develop-
ment for the students in their reflections over a practice they meet that often 
does not match their expectations or ideals. We acknowledge that transition 
shocks can lead to feelings of distress and failure. However, in this paper we 
explore the potential and positive dimensions of transition shocks, and when 
and how they offer a platform for transformative development and learning. 
Transition shock refers to experiences of mental and emotional discomfort by 
moving from a known or comfortable situation to a new unknown or uncom-
fortable situation (Duchscher, 2018). 

In terms of reflective practice, we follow in the line of Schön (1983), who 
describes a reflective practitioner as a person who finds herself in a reflective 
dialogue based on unique and uncertain situations. In this dialogue there is, 
for the practitioner, both an aspect of condensed, conscious presence, a reflec-
tion-in-action, where the practitioner holds up the current situation against 
his ‘repertoire of examples, images, understanding and actions’ (Schön, 1983). 
But prior to this lies the genesis – or formation – of the practitioner as another 
aspect that forms the basis for the ways in which the practitioner is disposed in 
his reflection, i.e., the ‘knowledge of practice’ (Jank & Meyer, 2010) that consti-
tutes the practitioner’s qualified action. In this paper we aim at exploring these 
dimensions as part of the students’ reflections on their finalized practicum pe-
riods. 

Methodological considerations  
As the research aim was to investigate how students experience and reflect over 
their practicum period, and deal with transition shocks between education and 
professional practice, we applied a phenomenological approach to data col-
lection (Zalta, 2018). The qualitative method proved to be a suitable method 
of data collection as it led respondents to share their experiences about their 
practicum period as well as allowing researchers to access respondents’ world-
view and individual truths about their practicum. 

Data was collected through four focus group interviews with five students 
in each group. Students came from three different bachelor’s degree programs 



203

representing the departments of Teacher Education (TE), Social Education 
(SE), and International Hospitality Management (IHM). The respondents were 
selected and interviewed based on a snowball technique in which the involved 
researchers contacted students directly. Interview guides were prepared cover-
ing five themes, and all respondents agreed on the focus groups being recorded. 
Themes included expectations of the practicum before and during students’ 
placements, what they had learned, their reflections on the theory and prac-
tice intersection, and final reflective thoughts. The actual focus group inter-
view took place 26th January between 16.30 to 18.30 pm. The researchers of 
this study are aware that we cannot claim representation and that findings are 
most likely biased. For instance, the selection of respondents was directed to-
ward rather resourceful students, and researchers of this study are also involved 
in supervising and teaching the same students. However, we kept a conscious 
awareness toward this issue, and have therefore made sure that we read one 
another’s’ transcriptions to raise the validity of the study. Nevertheless, it is be-
yond the point of this study to seek representation, as our approach followed a 
phenomenological approach focusing on the individual students’ experiences 
and worldviews. Furthermore, we did not explicitly ask students whether they 
experienced a transition shock during the interviews. However, our findings 
suggest that many of them did experience feelings related to transition shocks 
(Duchscher, 2018). 

In what follows, we focus on the theoretical apparatus applied in this paper, 
which has served as a framework in both designing the themes of the inter-
view-guide, as well as teasing out themes of investigation based on findings 
in the data. An abductive approach has therefore underpinned the process of 
moving back between theory and data in this study, which led us to focus on 
transition shocks (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).  

Reflection and Transition in Practicum
The practicum requires reflection-on-action, either through formative evalua-
tion interviews with the practicum teacher or as logbook writing (Doyle, 1997). 
In relation to Schön’s concepts, the hypothesis is therefore that the students’ 
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action in practice is precisely more prac-
tice-oriented than theory-driven, which may explain the experience of a tran-
sition shock. In other words, the experience that theory and practice do not 
harmonize, which has been documented in a number of studies in relation to 
students’ transisions. Schön’s theory can be considered an extension of John 
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Dewey’s (1933; 1980/1916) basic thoughts on reflection, thinking and action in 
practice. For Dewey (1933), reflective thinking differs from ordinary habitual 
thinking by being scientifically and pragmatically grounded, which means that 
the students must incorporate theories from the educational institutions if they 
are to be reflective practitioners. In relation to the transition shock, this harmo-
nizes with the fact that reflexive thinking might be nourished by meeting “prob-
lematic” intersections, where a habit-based readiness for action does not work. 
Schön defines such a “problematic” intersection as corresponding to knowl-
edge-in-action (1983). For Dewey, as an anti-dualist, reflecting on practice is as 
much an act as doing the practice itself. Mezirow (1991) argued that through 
reflection, humans were made aware of the assumptions on which their actions, 
values,   and general outlook on life rest. His point was that every experience is 
interpreted and ascribed meaning through these, often unconscious, assump-
tions unless the person’s established meaning structures are disturbed enough 
for them to choose to reflect on their assumptions. Mezirow characterized a 
human, within an adult learning situation, as a being who needs to understand 
her experiences and assign meaning to them as a basis for acting (Wahlgren, 
2002). In terms of students, they may be assumed to act based on embedded 
stereotypical opinion perspectives that function as a reference for a self-pro-
tective basis of understanding, which may not challenge habitual thinking. In 
this way, Mezirow argued, the potential for transformative learning processes 
and identity development may be blocked. The path to learning and change 
therefore goes through the less rooted opinion schemes, which constitute a giv-
en perspective of opinion. A person can therefore experimentally change his 
opinion schemes, but if a transformative learning process is to be established, 
an intentional construction based on reflection is required (Wahlgren, 2002). 
Mezirow describes this as a “comprehensive evaluation of the assumptions that 
underlie one’s beliefs, feelings, ideas or imaginings” (1991, p. 44), which is ex-
actly what the transition shock can be the cause of. 

The framework provided thus far forms the lens in which the following anal-
ysis has taken shape, and the platform in which we seek to discuss and analyze 
how students experience and reflect over their practicum.  As our findings and 
abductive approach guided us, we particularly focus on the role of transitions 
shocks in the path toward becoming a reflective practitioner.
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Findings
In this analysis part we further investigate the practicum as it was experienced 
by the students. The condensation of the analysis was informed by the theoret-
ical framework presented above and was divided into three themes: 1. Expec-
tations to the practicum, 2. Actions during the practicum and 3. Reflections on 
transformation after the practicum (Dewey, 1933; Dewey 1980/1916; Schön, 
1983; Wahlgren, 2002). Respondents mentioned that the practicum involved 
other ways of acting, and another way of reflecting on these actions and expe-
riences than what they were used to in their bachelor programs. The interviews 
also revealed that there were three important dimensions of the practicum 
when discussing the reflective learning potentials from the transition shock 
– Expectations, Actions and Transformation. The following analysis has been 
structured based on these three dimensions. 

Expectations to practicum 
The students’ expectations for the practicum were mixed and ranged from com-
mitted joy to feelings of uncertainty and anxiousness. The joy of anticipation in 
the practicum was generally linked to testing oneself and getting to apply the 
theory learned into practice. Furthermore, the practicum was expected to be a 
framed period of meeting and creating relationships with practice and future 
colleagues. In general, it can be said that the expectations were partly linked to 
the fact that what they learned in their education now was put to the test and 
partly related to the institutional culture they were going to be a part of. One 
student said: 

I went to the “top-up” (Education, red.) and had a little more in my pack-
pack from the education, so I had kind of expected that I would be allowed 
to get a little more experience and responsibility, and then get to confirm or 
deny whether it is the path I would like to take in future. 

(Student, IHM, 2023)

In the above quote, the student described how the practicum contributed to 
confirming the student’s choice of professional career. As a supplement to this, 
several of the respondents also mentioned an expectation that the educational 
institution defined clear guidelines for the practicum, which they deemed con-
tributed to feeling secure, and thus as a supportive starting point for explora-
tion and curiosity about the unknown practice, if supported by such guidelines. 
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Precisely this aspect may be viewed as rather paradoxical since the practicum 
may serve as a potential negotiation space in which the ideals of the education 
meet with professional reality through the student (Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983; 
Mezirow, 1991).

Another perspective that emerged from the interviews was the students’ nor-
mative boundaries for who they wanted to be as a professional, and how their 
ideal of a good professional meets the scope of reality through the practicum 
supervisor’s advice and guidance. A student described this as follows:

My trainee teacher advised me to buy a flute, but I thought “No, I’m simply 
not that kind of teacher”. I wouldn’t stand and whistle at my students, it’s 
wildly provocative! But I found it to be a kind of universal language that 
worked for that range of students and helped me achieve my teaching goals. 

(Student, TE, 2023)

Despite the supervisor’s advice being far from the student’s self-image, she 
chose to follow the advice and learned that it contributed positively in terms of 
reaching the objectives of the prepared activities. The example indicates how 
students’ normative self-identity may influence choice and action in practice, 
and how essential it is that practice challenges this image, so that the student 
may re-visit norms and self-understanding (Mezirow, 1991). Such a platform 
may be argued to be precisely that part of the learning space of a practicum 
experience, which cannot be simulated in the classroom, but which must be 
experienced through actions in practice.

Actions during practicum
When we shift our gaze to significant moments during the practicum period, 
the students pointed to the gap between education and practice as an essential 
part of their transformative learning (Schön, 1983; Mezirow, 1991). These were 
moments that were carried by the action and contributed to the students’ aha 
moments. For example, experiencing that they suddenly worked independent-
ly in the profession, as one student pointed out: 

It is good to be guided, it is important to be guided, but it is also important 
to deal with reality. That’s it because that’s also what the practicum should 
be. We must deal with reality, and you do that when you must solve prob-
lems yourself. Then you gain much more weight in the profession.

(Student, SE, 2023)
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This student pointed out that it all seemed to make sense when he suddenly 
learned that he could stand on his own feet and was required to solve the task 
independently in practice. Before the student can stand independently, how-
ever, it is important to ensure that they practice through actions and the mis-
takes that may arise based on these are reflected upon (Dewey, 1933; Wahlgren, 
2002). Another student echoed this perspective: 

I also think that some of what I have learned a lot in this practicum is the 
thing about trying things out. Perhaps you shouldn’t make such high de-
mands on yourself. It’s okay to try some things, ‘it didn’t work’ Look in the 
toolbox. The practicum is a nice playground to try out some things, try out 
your tools. How does it work in practice?

(Student, SE, 2023)

The students experienced autonomy and freedom but also felt entrusted and 
were given responsibility, which was mentioned by many students as very mo-
tivating during the practicum. However, students also mentioned that on the 
other hand the idea of using the practicum as a playground in metaphorical 
terms, was often prevented by the subsequent reflection and examination re-
quirements, which were experienced as an imposed discomfort that reduced 
the intrinsic motivation to experience and the possibility of being fully present. 
The practicum exam therefore felt, at times, as if fostering teaching to the test, 
but also provided the opportunity for the student to confront any anxiety and 
develop as a person on the other hand. This dilemma could be viewed as a 
problem that has no solution or answer “a wicked problem”, which the students 
must learn to deal with, as part of an enhanced awareness and a premise, and as 
an essential part of their education.

Perhaps the most substantial experience for many interns was the transi-
tion shock they encountered during the practicum, which seemed particularly 
strong during the first practicum. The theoretical descriptions from the edu-
cational institution were simply not identical to the experienced practice, as 
Dewey describes as problematic intersection (1933). These were experienced 
by students as two different worlds, where one related to the ideal of practice 
and the other centered on the complex actions in practice. The experienced 
transition shock is noted in the following quotation: 

It was a completely different experience than the first time. You could say, I 
had a few tasks, but they weren’t used to interns, and it was a start-up com-
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pany, so they didn’t have that much time to take care of you, so sometimes 
you could just hang out.

(Student, IHM, 2023)

The students’ experiences were characterized by the fact that they were either 
linked to successful incidents or mistakes that could be linked to one’s own per-
son or effort. What was noted as experiences thus transcended ordinary every-
day events, where things just went as expected. The students apparently took 
the best and the worst with them and let it be the subject of reflections in the 
evaluation and theorizing about the practice. Thereby, the experience became 
central to the students’ reflection, learning, formation, and identity.

Reflections on transformation
In our data it became clear that the students experienced the practicum as an 
ultimate indicator of whether they had found their right place. The experiences 
during the practicum were therefore rather significant for the students’ further 
choices and directions of specialization in their studies. The practicum became 
an important dimension for the students to evaluate whether they imagined 
themselves making a career within that profession at all. The choices direct-
ing the students seemed to be determined by random circumstances, which 
seemed to particularly depend on whether the students felt acknowledged by 
their supervisors or having a degree of autonomy in testing their own abilities. 
As one student noted:

I think in general, when we are talking about the practicum, it is a place 
where one tests their own abilities a bit. For instance, I found out that I 
would rather focus on the early secondary level (than primary level), and 
that is why the practicum became a gamechanger for my further studies 
and subject specializations. 

(Student, TE, 2023)

As indicated in the quote above, it seemed that to be able to take an informed 
career decision, the practicum was viewed like that of a laboratory that allowed 
the students to test theories, and not least themselves. When the students eval-
uated their practicum in a “reflection-on-action” perspective, two scenarios be-
came clear (Schön, 1983). On one hand some students felt frustrated that their 
theoretical knowledge could not be transferred to their practicum place, which 
potentially could lead to a resistance against learning that hindered transform-
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ative learning trajectories. On the other hand, some students experienced that 
their practicum became qualified subsequently via their theoretical studies, as 
the theoretical language enabled them to reflect and put words on their expe-
riences during the practicum in a new constructive way. It was interesting to 
note that many of the students became rather excited about the experience and 
ability to put their intuitive actions into theoretical perspective and realized 
that they, at times, acted in sync with what the theories suggested. These testi-
monies were in fact an indication that those students were developing toward 
becoming reflective practitioners. The fact that students maintained the dilem-
ma as a premise and used it to make their “reflection-in-action” theoretically 
sound, indicated that students were developing as reflective practitioners. This 
was expressed in the following citation: “Theories are exciting, but it is like read-
ing Harry Potter. The book is exciting, but when I close the book, the broom just 
cannot fly”. (Student, TE, 2023)

Although many students seemed to view the transition shock as negative, it 
nevertheless seemed to include potential for a transformative learning process. 
These transforming moments seemed to take place when students’ existing 
meaning structures were challenged in their meeting with practice. Most likely, 
the illusion of theoretical flawlessness was challenged, but was still central in 
the students’ understanding of themselves as part of a profession. The practi-
cum part of an education is thus an ingrained and important dimension of 
professional degrees, which is why the conditions for them must be constantly 
monitored and developed. 

Discussion and concluding remarks
In this paper we investigated how students experience and deal with transitions 
shocks during their practicum. In terms of students’ expectations to the practi-
cum, we found that normative self-identity – habitual thinking – was chal-
lenged leading to new discoveries for the students. The practicum was therefore 
a game-changer that either confirmed being on the right path or made students 
realize the need to re-think their choice of education. In terms of actions dur-
ing the practicum, the students emphasized the transition shock between the-
orizing and practice as very explicit, which led to both successful moments or 
feelings of frustrations. Either way the experiences of being caught up in such 
dichotomy became central to the students’ reflection, learning, formation, and 
identity, which became clearer in the reflections on transformation after the 
practicum. The practicum was thus both challenging, frustrating, and hard, 
according to the students, but was nevertheless, also connected to moments of 
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feelings of success, which served as rather formative, and helped students clar-
ify whether their choice of education had been the right choice, and therefore 
became transformative for the students’ learning trajectories and reflection. 

As we mentioned in the introduction of this paper, education has a habit 
of focusing on making the transition shock smaller but based on our findings 
educational initiatives may benefit more from finding ways of including the 
transition shock as a meaningful and scaffolded disturbance that inspire ex-
ploration of judgment and professional identity in the education and thus as a 
reflexive rehearsal space in which the student can train reflection. This finally 
leads to the question whether we do students a favor by attempting to minimize 
the transition shock, or whether they miss out on important learning potential, 
and educational institutions thus should seek to include transition shocks into 
the curriculum to a higher degree. The transition shock can illustrate that a 
dichotomy between education and job is not necessarily exclusively negative. 
However, it also requires that education does not just educate for an existing 
function but educates for independent co-creation in the job. Then this dichot-
omy constitutes an opportunity for development.
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Supervisors’ guidance of PETE-students 
at practicum: a matter of controlling- or 
adventurous journeys

Emil Johansson  
Dalarna University 

Abstract
Supervisors are key actors for physical education teacher education (PETE) 
students at practicum. Their guidance influence what PETE-students focus 
on when teaching and reflecting on their teaching. In addition to that, Rus-
sell (2013) states that reflective practice should be experienced in classrooms 
at schools, and not in the halls of the university. Therefore, my study focus 
on how supervisors’ guidance affects PETE-students experiences of teaching 
at schools by investigating their reflective conversations when planning and 
evaluating PETE-students teaching. Schön (1983) states that practitioners, 
e.g., teachers, conversate with teaching situations when they reflect. For that 
reason, supervisors are central figures, as they can (re)direct PETE-students’ 
attention by their guidance on meaningful aspects that PETE-students should 
consider in teaching situations. Supervisors’ guidance reduces the influences 
PETE-students should pay attention to. However, supervisors cannot foresee 
what PETE-students’ pay attention to, but supervisors can be committed to 
stimulate PETE-students development as professionals by (re)directing their 
focus. My results indicate that supervisors’ guidance can be more or less con-
trolling, which affects how PETE-students experience their learning journeys at 
practicum. The PETE-students either, experienced controlled journeys where 
they had specified rules to follow, or they experienced more adventurous jour-
neys where they had the opportunity to find their own path as teachers. Super-
visors can stimulate PETE-students’ professional growth as autonomous and 
responsible teachers by being committed to encouraging them to consider their 
teaching thoroughly and allowing them to decide how to teach at practicum.
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Introduction
Physical education teacher education (PETE) students value practicum courses 
more than university-based courses in PETE (Standal et al., 2014; Amaral-da-
Cunha et al., 2020). This highlights the importance of stimulating PETE-stu-
dents to gain educational and constructive experiences from their practicum 
courses. For that reason, supervisors are essential for PETE-students because 
their guidance influence how PETE-students experiences and reflect on their 
teaching. However, “management and control” (Ovens & Tinning, 2009, 
p.1130) tend to be the hegemonic focus when supervisors’ guides PETE-stu-
dents to reflect on important teaching aspects. The purpose of reflective think-
ing is to make meaningful understandings of experienced situations (Dewey, 
2018; Rodgers, 2002), and if the focus is on order and discipline, then learn-
ing a specified content area comes in the background in such reflective envi-
ronments. Different reflective environments tolerate some thoughts and repel 
other, depending on how open-minded they are for dissenters (Schön, 1983; 
Wackerhausen, 2009). In previous research investigating reflective environ-
ments’ influence on PETE-students, researchers have mainly used theoretical 
frameworks that enabled them to understand and describe how PETE-students 
are socialized by their supervisors. In the following section I describe this re-
search.

Sirna et al. (2008) state that schools’ reflective environment and supervisors’ 
behaviors has been toxic and made PETE-students uncomfortable (Sirna et al., 
2008). Furthermore, research indicates that PETE-students have perceived un-
constructive reflective environments since their supervisors were not good role 
models, talked negatively about pupils’ bodies, were sexistic, and had a macho 
culture (Rossi & lisahunter, 2013; Rossi et al., 2008; Sirna et al., 2008; Sirna 
et al., 2010). Other, more modest, undesirable examples from research on su-
pervisors’ guidance are how they rarely help PETE-students to connect gained 
experiences from the university with the practical teaching situation (Standal 
et al., 2014). Another example is that supervisors seldom focus their guidance 
on how to help PETE-students to stimulate pupils learning in specified content 
areas when teaching in physical education (PE) (Author, 2023). In previous re-
search, researchers have mainly focused on the reproduction of norms and how 
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PETE-students are socialized into the PE teaching profession. Hence, there is a 
gap in research since few researchers focused on the individual PETE-students 
unique experience of being in a process of becoming a PE-teacher. PETE-stu-
dents experiences are interrelated with their reflections, and vice versa, making 
it important to enable them to gain educative experiences at practicum (Dewey, 
2015) indicating that previous research findings are problematic. 

An educative experience “[…] broadens the field of experience and know-
ledge, brings awareness to bear, and leads in a constructive direction, toward 
‘intelligent action’.” (author’s emphasis) (Rodgers, 2002, p. 847). Intelligent ac-
tion (Dewey, 2018) or as Biesta (2019) calls it; thoughtful teaching (p.129-130) 
is stimulated by PETE-students’ reflections on their experiences of teaching. 
Hence, if PETE-students’ experiences are educative, their reflections are easier 
lead in constructive directions and focuses on educative aspects in the teach-
ing situation, which e.g., can be on how, when, and why to stimulate pupils 
learning in a particular PE content. However, if they gain non-educative ex-
periences, which stagnate their further growth of experiences and make them 
insensitive to essential aspects when reflecting on the teaching situation, then 
they can establish teaching habits that are narrowminded and rigid. Or even 
worse, PETE-students can gain mis-educative experiences, which feed the STs’ 
growth in unwanted directions and can cause unsound behaviors. Therefore, 
supervisors can be an essential catalysator for stimulating PETE-students’ sen-
sitivity and make them aware of important aspects to consider when teaching 
thoughtfully. Supervisors can do this with their guidance, by being commit-
ted to always directing PETE-students’ attention in directions that can change 
their understanding of the teaching situation (Biesta, 2022) so that they have 
an educative experience of it. One guiding situation of interest is the evaluative 
discussions PETE-students have with their supervisors after lessons. Investigat-
ing these discussions can offer insights to PETE-students meaning-making of 
their experiences at practicum. The evaluative discussions can be understood 
as reflective conversations (Schön, 1983, p. 76-104).

Reflective conversations are “in‐depth discussions between individuals 
with varying levels of experience and knowledge [… the conversations] are 
not so much about deliberations on how something is to be done but more 
about what factors ought to be considered in given circumstances” (Ashraf & 
Rarieya, 2008, p. 270). Schön (1983) describes practitioners’ reflective conver-
sations with situations as they have “a problem in finding the problem” (p.129) 
when communicating with it in their reflections. When PETE-students reflect 
on teaching situations they imagine how their actions within it will affect their 
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pupils, and tests different alternatives within their mindscape (Rodgers, 2002). 
This makes PETE-students “a constitutive part of the situations they are in 
conversation with” (Biesta, 2019, p.129), as they already have pre-conceived 
thoughts of how their teaching will affect their pupils. This highlights why su-
pervisors are essential for helping PETE-students to frame and reframe (Schön, 
1983) problems when having reflective conversations together so that they can 
direct and redirect their attention on important teaching aspects (Biesta, 2019). 
For that reason, reflective conversations concerning PETE-students teaching is 
an interesting case to investigate. The reflective conversations can shed light on 
how supervisors’ guidance influence PETE-students meaning-making of their 
teaching at practicum. 

Purpose
The purpose of this paper is to contribute to understanding how supervi-
sors’ guidance, within reflective conversations, affects PETE-students’ mean-
ing-making of their teaching at practicum.

Theoretical framework
To fulfill this purpose, I needed theories that describe how educators guidance 
can direct learners to focus on certain aspects, which are considered to be more 
important than other aspects. I also needed theories that focus on other as-
pects then socializing PETE-students at schools. For that reason, I find Biesta’s 
(2022) “act of pointing” (p. 76) relevant as this teaching gesture directs learn-
ers’ attention to certain aspects that the educator thinks can cause a change in 
the learner’s understanding, but also since the act of pointing cannot control 
what learners focus on. Supervisors’ “act of pointing” guides PETE-students 
in reflective conversations by (re)directing their gaze on aspects they probably 
would have missed due to supervisors’ greater experience of similar situations 
(Ashraf & Rarieya, 2008). More experienced practitioners have created a feel 
for relevant aspects to consider in the situation they intuitively understand as 
relevant to focus on, and their reservoirs of experiences can be shared with 
novices within these reflective conversations (Schön, 1983). Therefore, super-
visors can direct PETE-students gaze by their pointing in directions, “different 
from where [their] gaze was likely to go next” (Biesta, 2022, p.77). However, 
“[…] this redirecting is not caused by [guidance] and also cannot be enforced 
by [guidance], which means that, at most, it can be evoked by [guidance]” (Bi-
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esta, 2022, p.77). Reflective conversations are situations where PETE-students 
can be revealed since they “may find what [they] were not looking for and may 
receive what [they] did not ask for” (Biesta, 2022 p.71) within them. Biesta 
(2022) is clear that the “act of pointing” cannot foresee what learners focus on, 
but it influences and sharpen their attention on more essential aspects of the 
situation (Biesta, 2023) they reflect on in the reflective conversation. Even if 
supervisors cannot foresee PETE-students attention, they can be more or less 
controlling in their pointing. 

When reducing the influence and sharpening the focus in PETE-students 
guidance, supervisors can reach a tipping-point, which leads to indoctrination 
(Biesta, 2023) or schooling, as Säfström (2020) calls it. Indoctrination shapes 
PETE-students based on external criteria created to meet certain demands 
as graduated teachers. Hence, indoctrination is a controlling act which treats 
PETE-students as objects that should be formed in particular ways for being 
accepted as teachers. Forming PETE-students, from a perspective of indoctri-
nation, often implies that effectiveness is highlighted, e.g., by shaping them into 
disciplinarian leaders in the classroom. Biesta (2023) states that such forming 
is not desirable, and argues that educators should not, or even cannot control 
their learners in such ways. However, it is also necessary to focus learners’ at-
tention on chosen important aspects (Biesta, 2023). The romanticized picture 
of education of emancipating learners and letting them explore their surround-
ings with little or no guidance from educators is not what Biesta (2023) finds 
as good or even desirable education. Hence, there is a continuum between in-
doctrination and emancipation, where supervisors’ guidance somewhere on 
the line, between these endpoints, tips over to an unwanted “act of pointing”. 
Säfström (2020) and Biesta (2023) are concerned about the focus control ed-
ucators have today, as this never enables learners to be emancipated here and 
now. Supervisors stimulating PETE-students’ emancipation in this paper are 
understood as guiding them to be autonomous teachers here and now. Because 
Säfström (2020) states, for emancipation to happen, it requires a break from 
controlling learners.

Stimulating PETE-students to become autonomous teachers, and judicious 
decision-makers, requires supervisors that loosen their control over PETE-stu-
dents teaching (Säfström, 2020). Ranciére (2010) argue to never give learners 
the opportunity not to use their intellect when experiencing new situations. 
Instead, educators can stimulate learners’ intelligence by asking questions, so 
they sharpen their arguments and keep on searching for alternative actions 
(Dewey, 2018; Biesta, 2023). However, such an approach makes supervisors’ 
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guidance uncontrollably, as they cannot foresee what PETE-students will focus 
on and how they will teach in upcoming situations. For that reason, all learn-
ers’ intellectual journeys are adventures since no one, not even the learners, 
knows where their thoughts will take them next (Ranciére, 2010). Uncontrolled 
guidance may be seen as unresponsible and (too) risky at first sight. However, 
offering PETE-students freedom to decide their own teaching also makes them 
responsible for it, which probably forces them to reflect on it thoroughly. Since 
I am interested in examining how controlling supervisors’ “act of pointing” is 
manifested in the reflective conversations and how it influenced the PETE-stu-
dents meaning-making in their reflections on their teaching experiences, I 
needed material to investigate this empirically. For that reason, the following 
section describes my methodological considerations, the participants, how I 
generated the empirical material, how I analyzed the empirical material, and 
finally my ethical considerations and this study’s limitations.  

Method
The reflective conversations constitute a case that I explore with the theoret-
ical framework to examine how controlling the supervisors’ “act of pointing” 
was and how they influenced the PETE-students’ experiences from practicum. 
Hence, this paper is an exploratory case study (Cohen et al., 2018 p.377), where 
I test the theoretical framework to contribute with insights from another theo-
retical perspective than what been the case in previous research. 

Participants 
Two male STs participated in this study, together with their male supervisors 
who were teachers at the practicum-schools. The STs are given fictive names, 
Mike, and John. They read their last practicum course in a Swedish teacher 
education program, and they taught in both of their school-subjects during 
their practicum period. However, this paper focus only on their teaching as PE 
teachers and the reflective conversations they had with their supervisors after 
their PE lessons. This practicum period was ten weeks and on three occasions 
I visited them for generating my empirical material for practicum, and after 
the period I interviewed the PETE-students alone. The purpose of practicum 
in Swedish teacher education is to enable student teachers to try their gained 
knowledge in practical teaching, for becoming reflective practitioners that 
adapt their teaching according to the circumstances that the specific situation 
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and pupils require. To their help, they have their supervisors who mentors by 
guiding them, for example, in the reflective conversations.

Generating the empirical material
The generation of empirical material was done in three steps: I observed the 
PETE-students conducted teaching (three lessons each), recorded the reflective 
conversations after the conducted teaching, and then I had in-depth interviews 
with the PETE-students after the practicum period was over.

First, I observed the PETE-students’ lessons within their usual environment 
to “get a feel” (Cohen et al., 2018, p.551) of their conducted teaching simultane-
ously as I took field notes to remember what they had thought and different sit-
uations that appeared when interacting with pupils. Crow and Smith (2005, p. 
494) argue it is of great importance that participants in reflective conversations 
have experienced the same circumstances when discussing it with each other. 
Hence, observing the same authentic teaching situation as the PETE-student 
and the supervisor perceived was necessary, even if our perception was based 
on our experience horizons. 

Secondly, I recorded the reflective conversations to get insights into how 
controlling the supervisors “act of pointing” was and what they (re)directed the 
PETE-students focus on. The reflective conversations were natural features of 
the participants’ school days during practicum, as the university assigned the 
supervisors to have evaluating discussions with their PETE-students after les-
sons. However, my presence and the recording of, the reflective conversations 
was not. Therefore, it was essential to inform them that the interest was in their 
reflections on the lessons so they knew I wasn’t monitoring the conversations. 
Even so, I sometimes got involved and asked follow-up questions as their con-
versations subsided in intensity.

Finally, I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews (Cohen et al., 
2018) with the PETE students after the practicum period; one was done on 
Zoom and the other at my office. The focus of the interviews was on what they 
had found valuable from their practicum and the guidance within the reflective 
conversations.

Analysis
Based on the recordings from the reflective conversations and the interviews 
with the PETE-students, which was what the empirical material consisted of, 
I analyzed the empirical material in two steps, as the observations solely were 
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background material, I needed to understand the supervisors’ guidance in the 
reflective conversations.

The first step of the analysis focused on how strongly the supervisors framed 
and controlled the reflective conversations by looking closer into their “act of 
pointing”. I did this by examined how they (re)directed PETE-students atten-
tion on particular teaching aspects, whether they asked them questions which 
stimulated their thinking, or if they explained how they usually did in similar 
teaching situation, or if they instructed them to teach in particular ways, or if 
they simply stated ‘what works’. Depending on how strongly they framed the 
problem and how controlling their “act of pointing” was to show PETE-stu-
dents what was aspirationally worth considering when reflecting on their 
teaching gave me insights into where on the continuum between indoctrina-
tion and emancipation their guidance was. 

In the second step of the analysis, I focused on how the PETE-students expe-
rienced the practicum in general and the reflective conversations in particular. 
Therefore, I analyzed their reflections in the in-depth interviews with a focus 
on understanding their meaning-making of their experiences from the practi-
cum period, with Dewey’s (2015) differing concepts of how learners’ experi-
ences can be educative, non-educative, or mis-educative. This focus enabled me 
to describe their practicum as learning journey’, they experienced as travelers.

Ethical considerations and limitations
The PETE-students and the supervisors’ consent was collected in writing be-
fore the study started. Furthermore, I orally asked them on every occasion I 
visited their classroom if they agreed upon my precent, that I observed and 
later recorded their reflective conversation. I also enlightened them on their 
possibility, at any time, to withdraw their participation in the study (Swedish 
Research Council, 2017). No data is presented in the result that can reveal the 
identity of the STs or the supervisors and the location of the school, as all state-
ments in the reflective conversations and the in-depth interviews are treated 
carefully to not give away such information. After the analysis was done, I de-
leted the empirical material from my computer’s hard drive and archived it, in 
order with the Swedish research council’s (2017) guidelines.

The methodology of the case study can give some insights to supervisors’ 
guidance and PETE-students meaning-making when analyzing the empirical 
material. However, as the study consists of two PETE-students and two super-
visors, there is a limitation in how generalizable the results can be considered 
to be, as more empirical material could contribute to more nuances of super-
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visors’ “act of pointing” and how this guidance seems to influence PETE-stu-
dents. Nevertheless, the presented methodology can guide future researchers 
to investigate similar cases, like the case in this paper, which makes this paper’s 
methodology a contribution as it offers a new perspective to explore supervi-
sors’ guidance and PETE-students’ experiences.   

Results
The result is presented in two sections. First, I describe the supervisors’ “act of 
pointing” concerning the continuum of indoctrination-emancipation. Then, I 
describe my interpretation of how the PETE-students experienced their learn-
ing journeys at practicum.

The restrained and constructive “act of pointing”
A restrained and constructive “act of pointing” stimulates PETE-students in-
tellect by (re)directing their focus on aspects they had not paid attention to 
in the teaching situations. The restraint lies in supervisors low-key approach 
when guiding PETE-students by asking questions about the situations they dis-
cuss in their reflective conversations. The constructiveness lies in supervisors 
ability to find aspects PETE-students has not yet reflected on, by reframing the 
problem and redirecting PETE-students attention. This force PETE-students to 
thoroughly reflect on their teaching. 

John’s supervisor was occasionally reserved and asked John questions in-
stead of explaining how to teach in the reflective conversations. This seemed to 
widen John’s perspective, especially since the supervisor found aspects in John’s 
teaching he not (yet) had reflected on. For example, John’s supervisors asked 
John how he would direct the pupils’ attention on meaningful aspects when 
teaching them in gymnastics. John reflected and said he could do as before 
when teaching ballgames, where he used central concepts to stimulate the pu-
pils thinking on how to move to create time and space when playing ballgames 
(Reflective conversation 1, John). Later, in the following reflective conversa-
tion, John presented five adequate concepts to use when communicating with 
the pupils in gymnastics, and these were: timing, power, speed, position, and 
gravitation. The pupils were supposed to use these concepts when reflecting on 
and discussing particular gymnastics movements to identify critical aspects of 
their performance of them.  

Another constructive guiding situation was when John presented his session 
of four gymnastics lessons and when the supervisor directed his attention to 
essential aspects. John presented how he would start by showing the pupils dif-
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ferent exercises and let them choose two-three exercises they should challenge 
themselves to manage at the last lesson. However, he did not present a detailed 
plan regarding the lessons in the middle of the session of gymnastic lessons 
which the supervisor recognized and asked him about. John reflected on this 
and said: 

I think it is suitable, in lesson 3, to pair the pupils in groups of two-two 
so that they can work together by peer-assessing each other in the move-
ments they choose to challenge themselves in during these lessons. In 
lesson 2, the focus might be to identify which movements one wants to 
challenge oneself within and practicing on. Then they can practice by 
themselves during this lesson, so that they have started their process of 
experiencing the movement before letting them peer assess each other. 
(Reflective conversation 2, John)

In these examples above, the supervisor’s restrained and constructive “act of 
pointing” stimulated John’s intellect since he was treated as an autonomous 
teacher (Ranciére, 2010), responsible for his teaching (Dewey, 2018), which 
seemed to make his gymnastic teaching thoughtful (Biesta, 2019). Managing to 
reuse experiences of using central concepts like reflective tools for pupils when 
interacting and discussing the exercises they practice with each other indicates 
that John was thoughtful and, in a way, autonomous. Another identified “act of 
pointing” that was more controlled and direct, is presented in the next section.

The direct and technical “act of pointing”
A direct and technical “act of pointing” does not force PETE-students to reflect 
autonomously as supervisors’ control of the situation is prominent. John’s su-
pervisor conducted such guidance by explaining the problem and how to solve 
it by sharing his experiences of how he thinks a PE-teacher should do in similar 
teaching situations.

I think it’s an advantage that you divide them into small stations […] It 
is also important to start quickly, perhaps with quite a few instructions. 
[…] you can divide teams during an exercise. E.g., at the beginning of 
the lesson, if you focus a little on technique, [... and] while they are pra-
cticing on the [sport] techniques […]. Otherwise, there is a risk that you 
will lose them in the meantime, since it will be a lot of instructions. You 
can make it more efficient that way. (Reflective conversation 1, John)
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In the example above, John’s supervisor shared what usually works for him in a 
direct and technical manner. He told John what to think about when teaching 
ballgames to streamline his lesson. Such an “act of pointing” is more controlled 
than the restrained “act of pointing”, as it focuses on classroom management 
and being an effective teacher. However, this kind of guidance can be construc-
tive since PETE-students have little experiences of being in authentic teaching 
situations, as long as it is not the only thing supervisors focusing on when guid-
ing their PETE-students. A somewhat more controlled “act of pointing” was 
identified in Mike’s supervisor’s guidance, which is presented below.

The rule-focused “act of pointing”
The rule-focused “act of pointing” directs PETE-students attention on follow-
ing predefined rules regulating how to control pupils when teaching them. 
Such guidance treats PETE-students as serfs since they are treated as objects 
that should obey what their supervisors tell them to do.

Mike’s supervisor had stipulated ‘rules for participation’, which implicated 
that his pupils did not get to participate in teaching unless they changed clothes 
for physical activity. If they did not change into appropriate clothes, then they 
were told to go for a walk, which they did rather than attending his lessons. 
This seemed to cause him problems as was unable to teach any of the content 
knowledge in PE. However, he was not concerned as he found it clear what 
was expected of the pupils and it was up to them if they wanted to obey these 
rules or not. This rule-focused environment surrounding the PE lessons affect-
ed how Mike reflected within the reflective conversations with his supervisor. 
For example, two pupils arrived late to one lesson and had not changed their 
clothes for physical activity. Mike hesitated about what to do since he had let 
another pupil participate, even if this pupil was not clothed in line with the 
rules. The two pupils arriving later, were known trouble-makers and hard to 
handle, which both Mike and his supervisor knew. Nevertheless, Mike allowed 
them to participate, and after some situations where they made the other pu-
pils insecure with their bad behaviours, the supervisor eventually evicted them 
from the gym. The supervisor and Mike found it obvious to evict them since 
they could not interact and instruct the other pupils.

Supervisor: Of course, they must leave. They disrupt the whole lesson; 
everything can go wrong if they stay […] I had rejected them earlier and 
told them to take a promenade instead. However, I know them in person 
[by now]. 
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Mike: I was inconsistent again, I deviated from [the rules], and honored 
some of them.

Supervisor: Yes. We [the supervisor and the pupils] will probably have 
that discussion again, even if I will be clear and write to the school man-
agement. Some [pupils] will fail the course, it is inevitable. 

Mike: The attitude they had today was horrible.

(Reflection conversation 2022-12-05 Mike)

The reflective conversation above, is strongly framed by the ‘rules for participa-
tion’. It can be seen how Mike deviated from the rules which made him excuses 
himself to the supervisor, who showed by action what he thinks is appropriate 
for a teacher to do. Since actions speak louder than words, the eviction was in 
line with the stipulated rules, which guided Mike to reflect with the rules as a 
resource to motivate his actions. A quite similar theme could be seen in the last 
identified example of the supervisors “act of pointing” in the material.

The restricted and condemning “act of pointing”
This “act of pointing” establishes the right course of action and directs 
PETE-students’ focus on condemning those who do not achieve what is ex-
pected of them in class. Mike’s supervisor’s “act of pointing” was sometimes 
explicitly condemning and determining the problems within situations without 
letting Mike say his thoughts.   

Mike’s supervisor often condemned the pupils for their failures in different 
sports and exercises and was rigid in his thought that their abilities should be 
better at their age. Therefore, he never reflected on how his teaching could help 
them to develop these abilities. The condemning attitude toward the pupils’ 
abilities, framed the reflective conversations and made it hard for Mike to con-
structively reflect on his teaching. 

Supervisor: they have basically no previous knowledge with them when 
it comes to [volleyball] and are not at all where they should be.

Mike: No, but they’ve still been playing [volleyball] in the seventh grade.
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Supervisor: Yes, but the question is, how much have they done in seventh 
grade?

Mike: Yes, it is, but everyone plays volleyball in the seventh, eighth, ninth 
grade.

Supervisor: Yes, they should, but that is the question. 

(Reflective conversation 2022-12-05 Mike)

This last example of the identified “acts of pointing”, shows how little it stim-
ulated Mike’s professional growth and enabled him to reflect on his teaching. 
Instead, it indoctrinated (Biesta, 2023) him to think of how pupils ‘should be’ 
according to the ‘model volleyball-pupil’, that his supervisor had in mind. 

Based on these different ways of guidance described above, the focus will 
shift to presenting how the PETE-students perceived their practicum and su-
pervision. To do this, their practicum will be described as two learning jour-
neys. However, before their learning journeys are presented, they expressed 
that the practicum courses in teacher education are better and more relevant 
than the university-based courses. Mike said that “It’s like the university doesn’t 
know how it is in the reality, we’ve been taught about some […] theories that 
won’t be used” (Mike interview), and John expressed that “one learns most in 
the classroom with the pupils and in the discussions with one’s supervisor” 
(John interview). Despite their consensus, they had disparate experiences from 
this last practicum in their PETE-program before graduation, that affected 
them in different ways. 

An adventurous and meaningful journey
Meaningful journeys often come by the experiences along the way rather than 
the destination travelers heading to. The unexpected happenings along the way 
often inscribe themselves into us as human beings. Such happenings can make 
travelers grow as persons and become (more) responsible individuals consid-
ering other individuals’ needs, wishes, and challenges. Therefore, guides for 
adventurous journeys hardly ever (try) control every single happening along 
the way to reach the destination as preplanned because they value unexpected 
happenings.   

John experiences from practicum could be comparable to a traveller on an 
adventurous journey. He was treated as an autonomous teacher enabled to try 
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his ideas when teaching gymnastics, with some guidance and scaffolding from 
his supervisor when his teaching became too adventurous. John found that his 
supervisors gave him freedom to plan his teaching independently, then John 
presented his plan and the supervisor gave him “some tips and aspects to con-
sider” (John interview). Being treated as an autonomous teacher seemed to 
stimulate John’s further growth of constructive experiences since he “felt that 
the focus has moved from [him as a leader in the classroom] to the pupils’ and 
their learning, and the teaching content” (John interview). When reflecting on 
a particular situation of his planned gymnastic teaching, John became con-
cerned as he had planned to teach his pupils exercises that he could not perform 
himself. However, he felt confident since he had learned at the university that 
“it’s not about being an expert in everything myself, but it’s about being able 
to teach the pupils, even such things that one might not be able to do oneself ” 
(Reflective conversation 2, John). This seemed a bit too adventurous for the 
supervisor, seemingly making him feel that John had been let loose too much 
in his gymnastic teaching, which probably was why he guided John into a more 
controlled path. The supervisor offered John video-clips of exercises he could 
use to show the pupils, instead of performing them by himself. Furthermore, 
the supervisor advised John to also let the pupils’ video-record themselves for 
enabling them to look upon their movements and visualize how they could 
perform them in more complex ways. Both, video-tools “were good to have at 
hand, [...] to get the pupils to start reflecting [...] on the movement, even if you 
couldn’t show it yourself ” (Reflective conversation 3, John). John’s adventurous 
journey enabled him to gain educative experiences of what to think of, before 
starting to teach, and how he could use different kind of videos as pedagogical 
tools to stimulate pupils’ movement capabilities in gymnastics. This seemed to 
make him experience how it is to be a thoughtful reflective practitioner (Biesta, 
2019; Schön, 1983). 

A controlled and futile journey 
Journeys only focusing on the destination can make travelers feel futility about 
what they are experiencing here and now because they are only interested in 
reaching the goal as predicted. Such journeys are more like a delivery order, 
sent from one party to another, causing a feeling of futility for what individuals 
experience along the way. Hence, guides for controlled journeys (try to) control 
every single happening along the way for efficient delivery.

Mike seemed to feel controlled, or at least restricted, by his supervisor’s ‘rules 
for participation’ when experiencing his teaching and reflecting on it, because 
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these rules seemed to deeply have affected the pupils’ attitude to PE. At the 
beginning of Mike’s practicum period, he had difficulties to get the pupils to 
participate in the lessons, which made him deviate from his supervisor’s rules. 
Furthermore, he established routines when starting and ending his lessons, to 
make it clear for the pupils what was expected of them when participating. 
These actions could be understood as educative experiences (Dewey, 2015), 
that was meaningful for Mike’s further growth as a PE teacher. However, overall, 
he perceived transformative mis-educative experiences (Dewey, 2015), making 
him resign as a pedagogue and question whether he should become a teacher 
or not. For example, when he tried to teach the pupils about cardio and aerobic 
capacity, their attention was unfocused, and the class started to become anx-
ious which made him skip the intended teaching. For that reason, he activated 
them physically, which made him feel like a personal trainer who should keep 
his clients satisfied, instead of focusing on teaching them about the intended 
content knowledge. Hence, he did not experience what it means to be a PE 
teacher that educates pupils in any content knowledge, which made him ques-
tion his choice of career. Furthermore, Mike also scrutinized the condemning 
and rule-focused environment surrounding the PE lessons and he asked him-
self “how much it is the teacher’s responsibility that the pupils are unengaged” 
(Interview, Mike). He was surprised of the pupils’ degree of unengagement, and 
that the supervisor did not have any planned structure surrounding his teach-
ing in PE for stimulating the pupils learning and participation. This seemed to 
make him experience how it is to discipline the pupils, rather than stimulate 
their learning in e.g., movements and cardio.

Discussion 
Overall, the purpose of this paper is fulfilled, since the identified findings of the 
supervisors’ “act of pointings” and the PETE-students’ disparate journeys gave 
insights into how different ways of guiding affected how the PETE-students 
perceive their practicum period. This contributed to establish that supervisors 
are influential actors for PETE-students at practicum (Standal et al., 2014; Am-
aral-Da-Cunha et al., 2020; Author, xxxx). The findings also corresponded to 
research indicating that supervisors understanding of how to teach in PE and 
how to communicate with, and about, pupils affect how PETE-students per-
ceive their school placements (Rossi & lisahunter, 2013; Rossi et al, 2008; Sirna 
et al., 2008; Sirna et al., 2010). However, my findings deviate in two ways from 
what previous research indicates. 
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First, John’s supervisor guided him in constructive ways by treating him as 
an autonomous teacher, having the freedom to test his own ideas in teaching. 
However, when his ideas were hard to realize into constructive teaching situ-
ations for the pupils, the supervisor stepped in and made his teaching viable. 
Therefore, I would say that John’s experiences from his practicum period was 
overall educative (Dewey, 2015) and constructive (Rodgers, 2002), since he per-
ceived what it means to be a reflective and thoughtful teacher responsible for 
his teaching (Biesta, 2019) when teaching his pupils in gymnastics. Previous re-
search has mainly criticized how supervisors have guided their PETE-students 
at practicum, which makes it adequate to highlight good examples that offer 
practitioners insights into essential conditions to consider when supervising 
PETE-students. I will elaborate further on this in the final section of the paper.  

Secondly, Mike acted differently than the other PETE-students in previous 
research (Rossi & lisahunter, 2013; Rossi et al, 2008; Sirna et al., 2008; Sirna et 
al., 2010) since he stood up for his values of what he understood as (most) im-
portant when being a teacher. For that reason, Mike, in a radical way, stepped 
forward as an autonomous teacher when he deviated from the ‘rules for partic-
ipation’, which controlled him (Säfström, 2020). I think this was radical since 
none of the PETE-students in previous research said no to their supervisors 
and acted differently than them. I think it was autonomous since he acted in 
line with his values ‘inside of him’. I also think that this is too much of a bur-
den to bear for a PETE-student at practicum, even if he, acted responsible and 
judicious when he focused on how to educate the pupils instead of following 
oppressive rules. 

To summarize this paper, some practical suggestions are stated for supervi-
sors and teacher educators to consider when guiding PETE-students in reflec-
tive conversations. Based on the findings, they are recommended to:  

• Treat PETE-students as thoughtful individuals by supervising them with 
restraint, to enable them experiencing how it is to be an autonomous 
teacher at practicum.  

• Listen to PETE-students’ ideas with curiosity and always offering them 
opportunities to “dry run” their ideas thoroughly in reflective conversa-
tions. Within reflective conversations PETE-students can be stimulated 
to imagine how their teaching will turn out and enable them to identify 
fallacies. 

• Require exhaustive argumentation of PETE-students in their teaching 
plans before allowing them to teach. 
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• Scaffold them when it is needed, e.g., when PETE-students ideas become 
too adventurous. 

• Deliberate when stipulating rules for PETE-students to follow in their 
teaching, always consider the purpose of such obedience and how it 
stimulates their further growth as professional teachers.
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