Professional Educator as a Reflective Decision-Maker:

The Conceptual Framework for the Professional Education Unit

University of Kentucky

1999

The conceptual framework identified by the professional education unit at the University of Kentucky is Professional Educator as a Reflective Decision-Maker.  This document describes the conceptual framework, its development, and its relationship to professional education standards.
Description of the Conceptual Framework

The need for professional educators to reflect on their practices and the outcomes of their efforts has long been recognized as important.  Dewey (1933) is credited with an early use of “reflection” as a specialized mode of problem-solving especially well suited for thinking about teaching and learning.  As the concept evolved, the term has come to mean an informed process of inquiry that leads to a goal, conclusion, or solution.  In more recent years, Schon (1983) is credited with stimulating renewed interest in the process of reflection within teacher education and professional development.
Reflection is a dynamic process in which professional educators use multiple sources of knowledge to shape actions that lead toward accomplishing a goal (Hart, 1990).  Reflective decision-making means that decisions are well informed by experience and knowledge, the actions that result from decisions are carefully considered in terms of their outcomes, and subsequent decisions are refined by further reflection.
One hallmark of a professional is reflection.  This is seen not only within education, but the concept is increasingly visible within literatures from other professions as well.  Reflection is described in professional literature from medicine (Horton, 1998), urban affairs (Swindell, 2000), social work (Mattison, 2000), and business (Clarke, 1998).  The conceptual framework for the professional education unit at the University of Kentucky implies that reflective decision-making is a professional activity, one that is characteristic of the highly skilled, creative, and competent educators we wish to produce through our programs.  The appearance of reflective decision-making in professional literature outside education underscores the broad applicability of the concept as well as its essential contribution to the ways in which professionals do their work.
Emphasizing reflective decision-making within professional educator preparation programs is appropriate for novice pre-service teachers as well as veteran professional educators participating in advanced programs.  Requiring beginning education candidates to think carefully about how to apply their knowledge and analyze their first experiences starts them on the path to learning from their experiences and realizing the many sources of knowledge available to them.  Veteran educators refine and expand their expertise through the same reflective decision-making processes.
Recent research is validating the theory with evidence that reflection actually does lead to a greater sense of efficacy (Kruse, 1997), improved collegiality and professional growth (Bell & Gilbert, 1994), and solutions to classroom problems (Pugach & Johnson, 1990).  Freese (1999) found that involving teachers in a structured process of reflection has lasting and positive effects on the quality of their teaching.
Educator preparation programs at the University of Kentucky address a wide variety of professional roles.  The conceptual framework applies to teaching, administering, counseling, coaching, evaluating, and all of the many professional activities we prepare our students to perform.  The unifying concept of reflection connotes a high level of competence and professionalism. 
Historical Context:  Initial Development of the Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework, Professional Educator as a Reflective Decision-Maker, was initially proposed by the Professional Education Sequence Committee (PESC) convened by Dean Edgar Sagan in 1989.  The PESC was charged with an extensive agenda including developing more coherence in the sequence of required courses for teacher certification and enhancing collaborations among faculty teaching courses in the professional sequence.  Members of the PESC were representative of all teacher education programs within the college, and the committee sought input from a wide range of constituents including candidates, professionals working in local schools, and colleagues working in areas other than teacher education, e.g., school administration, foundations, and educational psychology.
While PESC members did not overtly discuss that their work was an example of reflective decision-making, it most certainly was a feature of the committee’s process.  Members participated in reflective dialogue in which existing practices and proposed changes were reviewed, critiqued, and questioned in the context of developing a vision for how the college could improve preparation of professional educators.  Members used personal experiences, professional literature, data describing outcomes of our preparation programs, and statements from members of the professional community during these deliberations.  One challenge was to identify the essential elements for each preparation program while respecting the diverse philosophies and viewpoints found within individual programs. 
The three-year effort by the PESC yielded a number of recommendations, one of which was to use the framework of reflective decision-making to strengthen the knowledge, experience, and performance of all students involved with professional preparation programs at the University of Kentucky.  Indeed, reflective decision-making became the theme of the PESC Report submitted to the faculty for approval in 1992.  The report was adopted by the faculty, and Professional Educator as a Reflective Decision-Maker then became the basis for the unit’s conceptual framework.
Reflective decision-making as a conceptual framework has itself been continually tested as a viable basis for work done in the college.  During the revision of the college’s mission statement in 1999, faculty again considered the relevance of this framework and agreed that reflective decision-making remains a key organizer for our work.  This work is defined by our mission, our shared professional commitment, the knowledge bases we use in our work (e.g., teaching, research, and service), and the outcomes we look for in individuals who complete our degree and certification programs.

Relationship of the Conceptual Framework to Standards

The increasing emphasis on professional standards for educators has reinforced the relevance of reflective decision-making as a conceptual framework.  As listings of indicators and competencies issued by government and professional groups become more detailed and elaborate, it is clear that only a thoughtful, well-informed professional who reflects on problems is capable of meeting the intent of the standards.  Recent professional literature points to the need for reflective decision-making in such diverse educational challenges as providing curricular adaptations for students with disabilities (Udvari-Solner, 1996), effective school administration (Hart, 1990), and family living courses offered through extension agencies (Ferry & Ross-Gordon, 1998).  For a unit as large and diverse as the professional education unit at the University of Kentucky, the broad applicability of reflective decision-making supports its utility as a purposeful conceptual framework that all constituents may apply to their work.
In one very direct link to professional standards, reflection is itself a New Teacher Standard and an Experienced Teacher Standard within the Kentucky expectations for beginning and advanced preparation programs. As such, reflection is a major component of all teacher preparation programs within the unit.  Faculty integrate reflective decision-making within course designs, learning experiences, and assessments of candidate performance. 
The conceptual framework, Professional Educator as a Reflective Decision-Maker, is implemented in many different ways across the diverse programs in the unit.  However, all faculty are working to accomplish what the framework implies, preparing professionals who carefully consider the results of their actions and continually strive to accomplish meaningful goals that improve education.
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