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Abstract

There is a growing interest in the concept of critical reflection In the adult learning and
management literature. In this article, the author examines four different intellectual
traditions that inform the use of the term critícal reflection on the different ideals they
express and the different definitions of critical reflection they use. On the basis of
this analysis, the author argues that all conceptualizations of critical reflection have
a normative character in common, indicating "good thinking" rather than describing
observed ways of thinking. Moreover, the author argues that most of these definitions
share a common rationalistic bias, implicitly defining critical reflection as a cognitive
and rational process under full awareness and rationalizing the impact of emotions
on the learning process. Next, the author discusses the problems related to the
underdeveloped role of the unconscious and emotions in conceptualizations of critical
reflection. It is proposed that we need to start thinking about critical reflection in ways
that go beyond dualistic assumptions about good and bad learning and acknowledge
the importance of implicit learning and emotions. Moreover, it is proposed that we
need to ground our conceptualizations of critical reflection in empirical studies.
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There is a growing interest in the concept of reflection and in particular critical reflec-
tion in writing and teaching in adult education and management learning. Reflection
and critical reflection are widely recognized as crucial elements in learning processes
of individuals and organizations (Rigano & Edwards, 1998) and as pivotal practices in
developing learning organizations (McCutchan, 1997; Vince, 2001). Schön (1983) was
one of the first authors that brought "reflection" into the center of an understanding of
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what professionals do and defined reflective practice as thoughtfully considering
one's own experiences in applying knowledge to practice. Also in Kolb's (1984)
influential theory about experiential learning, reflection plays a major role in the trans-
formation of experience into knowledge. Ever since, reflection has been placed at
the core of the learning process, especially in relation to learning as development
and not merely the acquisition of information (Reynolds, 1998). Reflection continu-
ally emerges as a suggested way of helping practitioners better understand what they
know and do as they develop their knowledge of practice through reconsidering what
they learn in practice (Loughran, 2002), and reflective practice is a key component of
courses for many professions and occupations (Boud, Cressey, & Docherty, 2006). In
the context of management education, the concept of critical reflection now forms a
core part of many postgraduate management qualiflcations (Swan & Bailey, 2004). It
is believed that by thinking more critically about our their assumptions and action,
managers can develop more collaborative, responsive, and ethical ways of managing
(Cunliffe, 2004) and can question and confront the social and political forces that
provide the context of their work (Reynolds, 1998).

In spite of its popularity, critical reflection is a contested term and we can witness a
confusing array of versions of it (Finlay & Gough, 2003). This article discusses the tradi-
tions that inform the usage of critical reflection or related terms by using Brookfield's
(2000) distinction between the traditions of ideology critique, psychotherapy, analytic
philosophy and logic, and pragmatist constructivism. Although these traditions are differ-
ent and sometimes even conflicting, this article argues that they all express normative
ideals for better, deeper, or more liberating ways of learning and can therefore be seen as
emancipatory approaches to education (Reynolds, 1998) or as pedagogies of hope (Freiré,
1994) rather than as theories about actual learning processes that are based on empirical
research. Furthermore, on the basis of an analysis of the deflnitions of critical reflection
that are used within these traditions, we argue that most of these definitions share a
common rationalistic bias and we discuss the problems related to this bias. We conclude
by proposing that in addition to the ideological debates about what critical reflection
should be, we need to ground our conceptualizations of critical reflection more strongly
in empirical studies. More research is needed to find out to what extent and under what
conditions human beings are in fact capable of critical reflection and to what extent criti-
cal reflection is indeed something worth aiming for. Also, we discuss ways to further the
research on critical reflection beyond its narrow rationalistic conception.

The Traditions That Inform the Use of the Term Critical Reflection

There is no single consistent theory of critical reflection and therefore not much con-
sistency in the deflnitions of the concept of critical reflection (Brooks, 1999;
Calderhead, 1989; Finlay & Gough, 2003) and in the terminology that is used. Where
some speak of reflection, others speak of critical reflection, reflexivity, critical self-
reflection, or critical thinking. It is often not clear what the difference is, or even
if there is a difference, between these terms. Even Dewey (1933, 1938), who
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Table I . Summary of four intellectual traditions that inform the use of the term critical
reflection (after Brookfield, 2000), definitions of critical reflection and ideals.

Tradition Definition of critical reflection Ideals

I. Ideology critique

2. Psychotherapeutically
inclined tradition

3. Analytic philosophy
and logic

4. Pragmatist
constructivism

Recognizing how unjust dominant
ideologies are embedded in
everyday situations and practices
(Brookfield, 2000).llluminating
and transforming power relations
(Alvesson &Willmott, 1996).
Examining assumptions that
management decisions are justified
solely on the basis of efficiency
and profit (Cunliffe, 2004).

Reassessing the way we have posed
problems and reassessing our
own orientation to perceiving,
knowing, believing, feeling, and
acting (Mezirow & associates,
1990).

The disciplined mental activity
of evaluating arguments or
propositions, and making
judgments that can guide the
development of beliefs and
actions (Ennis, 1962).

Examining and evaluating
relevant information, opinions,
and available explanations,
then constructing a plausible
solution to the problem at
hand, acknowledging that the
solution itself is open to further
evaluation and scrutiny (King &
Kitchener, 1994).

The strengthening of
individual autonomy
(McCarthy, 1978) and
a more just society
(Reynolds, 1998).

The development of a more
inclusive, discriminating,
and integrative perspective
and acting on these new
understandings (Mezirow &
associates, 1990).

Knowing what to believe
o r d o " (Ennis, 1993) and
being able to participate
fully as citizen in a
democracy (Kuhn, 1999).

Understanding one's
experience and rejecting
universal and generalizable
truths (Brookfield, 2000)

is perceived as the founder of the concept of reflection, sometimes uses the terms
reflective thinking and critical thinking interchangeably (King & Kitchener, 1994).
Brookfield (2000) identifies four different intellectual traditions that inform the use of
the term critical reflection and related terms: the tradition of ideology critique, the
psychotherapeutically inclined tradition, the tradition of analytic philosophy and
logic, and the tradition of pragmatist constructivism. Although these four traditions
are presented as quite distinct, in practice, we often encounter mixes between these
traditions, as many authors are inspired by more than one tradition. Below, we com-
pare the four traditions on the different ideals they express and their different definitions
of critical reflection or related concepts (see Table 1 for a summary).
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The tradition of ideology critique is associated with members from the Frankfurt
School who developed the critical theory between 1930 and 1970. The motivation for
this came from the concern that modem Western societies were becoming closed,
totalitarian systems, in which individual autonomy was being eliminated. Critical
theory was a form of resistance to contemporary society. The use of critique was seen
as a method of investigation that should play a significant role in changing the world
(McCarthy, 1978). In the tradition of ideology critique, critical reflection describes the
process by which people learn to recognize how uncritically accepted and unjust dom-
inant ideologies are embedded in everyday situations and practices (Brookfield, 2000).
The essence of critical theory is its attempt to emancipate dominated people through
reason (Callahan, 2004), Although reflection is a mental action, its aim should be
social action (Kemmis, 1985) targeted at illuminating and transforming power rela-
tions (Alvesson & Willmott, 1996) as providing the basis for a more just society
(Reynolds, 1998) and individual autonomy (McCarthy, 1978),

One particular stream of theorists within the fleld of adult education has been
strongly influenced by the critical theory of the Frankñirt School (Brookfleld, 2000;
Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Freire, 1970), In their view, reflection takes place within the
frame of reference of an individual, who in turn embodies an intemalization of societal
and cultural norms and values. This makes reflection a socially and historically embed-
ded process, which is political, and thus shaped by ideology. Also, the flelds of critical
management studies and critical management education have embraced critical reflec-
tion as a concept that is helpñil in examining assumptions that management decisions
are justified solely on the basis of efficiency and profit.

In the psychotherapeutically inclined tradition, critical reflection focuses on the
identification and reappraisal of inhibitions acquired in childhood as a result of vari-
ous traumas (Brookfleld, 2000), This tradition is very strong in Mezirow and
associates' (1990) theory of transformative leaming, which was initially developed in the
context of women's reentry programs in community colleges in the late 1970s, Transfor-
mative leaming begins with a disorienting dilemma followed by self-examination of
feelings, critical reflection, exploring and planning new roles, negotiating relation-
ships, building confldence, and developing a more inclusive and discriminating
perspective. Critical reflection is the component considered most essential to perspec-
tive transformation (Taylor, 1997) and refers to reassessment of the way we have
posed problems and our own orientation to perceiving, knowing, believing, feeling,
and acting (Mezirow & associates, 1990). By critical reflection people become criti-
cally aware of how and why the stmcture of psychocultural assumptions has come to
constrain the way they see themselves and their relationships.

In the fradition of analytic philosophy and logic, critical reflection means recogniz-
ing logical fallacies, distinguishing between bias and fact, opinion and evidence,
judgment and valid inference, and being skilled at using different forms of reasoning
(Brookfleld, 2000), To be a critical thinker is to base one's beliefs and actions on rea-
sons, and therefore critical thinking can be seen as the educational cognate of rationality
(Siegel, 1989), A leading theorist within this approach is Ennis (1962, 1993), who
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defines critical thinking as the disciplined mental activity of evaluating arguments or
propositions and making judgments that guide the development of beliefs and actions.
The ultimate goal of critical thinking is knowing what to believe or do (Ennis, 1993) or,
in a broader perspective, to participate ñally as citizen in a democracy (Kuhn, 1999),

The tradition of pragmatist constructivism emphasizes the role people play in con-
structing their own experiences and meanings. In this tradition, critical reflection
helps people to understand their experience and to reject universal and generalizable
truths (Brookfield, 2000), Elements of this tradition are evident in part of Dewey's
(1933) work. Dewey warned educators that mere "doing" or activity was not enough
to produce leaming. Doing should become "trying"—an experiment with the world to
find out what it is like, Dewey had an instrumental approach to knowledge: All knowl-
edge has to be tested by experiments; there is no universal truth that is independent of
human knowledge. Reflective thought is an "active, persistent, and careful consider-
ation of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that
support it, and the further conclusions to which it tends" (Dewey, 1933, p, 9), Many
authors have denned reflection or related concepts inspired by Dewey in a phase
model that goes from problem analysis to the testing of possible solutions and
finally the selection and implementation of a solution (Boud, Keogh, & Walker,
1985; Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988; Marsiek & Watkins, 1990), The epistemology
of pragmatist constructivism is subjectivist, understanding knowledge as individually,
culturally, and socially framed (Brookfleld, 2000), To further understand these intel-
lectual traditions that inform critical reflection, the next section evaluates the various
traditions concerning ideals they express in relationship to the different definitions of
critical reflection.

The Ratíoryalistic ar)d Idealistic Cor)notation of Critical Refleaior)

When we compare the definitions and ideals of critical reflection, we can observe a
common bias of instrumental rationality in the definitions of critical reflection. All
definitions implicitly characterize critical reflection as a systematic cognitive process
that is targeted toward a specific ideal. Instrumental rationality refers to how well a
person's actions maximize the satisfaction of his or her desires, given his or her beliefs
(Stanovich, 2001), Most commonly the rules that establish the norms of rationality are
taken to be those of logic (Rickert, 1998), It is assumed that a person, or a rational
agent, has a system of beliefs and a set of goals or desires or intentions. The norms of
rationality require that agents only make decisions in accordance with their beliefs and
their current perceptual inputs and combine rules and beliefs according to the princi-
ples of deductive logic. As all traditions use critical reflection as a means to achieve
speciflc ideals, critical reflection can be seen as a form of instrumental rationality.

In addition to the rationalistic character ofthe definitions of critical refiection, there
is also a large deal of rationality involved in the ideals that critical reflection should
serve. Although the level of the ideals vary from society (tradition of ideology cri-
tique) to individuals (psychotherapeutically inclined tradition, tradition of analytic
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philosophy and logic, and pragmatist constructivism), we can see a common focus on
the ideals of freedom and autonomy. In our Western rationalistic society, these con-
cepts have always been conceptually connected with the concept of rationality
(Cuypers, 2004). The ideal of a life guided by rationality is human beings realizing
their own essence—that is, their autonomy and authenticity (Cuypers, 2004).

Of all traditions, the tradition of analytic philosophy and logic has the strongest
focus on rationality, as here the ideal is to stimulate the competency of critically
reflecting itself instead of any ideal outside of this (although fostering the democracy
may be seen as the ultimate ideal). Siegel (1997), who is an important author within
this tradition, even sees rationality and critical thinking as fully coextensive because
both concepts concentrate on the relevance of reasons in believing and acting. In the
tradition of ideology critique, we can see a strong focus on the ideal of individual
autonomy in relation to the influence of societal and political systems. Critical
reflection is instrumental in realizing this ideal, as through critical reflection people
become aware of the situation that is suppressing their autonomy. Also in the psy-
chotherapeutically inclined tradition, critical reflection is conceptualized as a rational
means (a reassessment of problems and our perception of it) to realize the ideal of
individual autonomy and freedom in relation to the constraints of psychocultural
assumptions. This tradition has a stronger emphasis on the individual and reflection on
the self (Reynolds, 1998; Swan & Bailey, 2004), instead of on trying to change politi-
cal realities. The tradition of pragmatist constructivism emphasizes the ideal of
individual autonomy by helping people to form their own judgments and to reject
generalizable truths. This tradition has had a strong influence on the development of a
cultural bias favoring reflective discourse and scientiflc inquiry and, thus, theoretical
inattention to the role of affect in learning (Yorks & KasI, 2002). Influenced by the
writings of John Dewey, experience has been conceptualized as a resource that can be
catalogued, objectifled, and reflected on instead of experience as a verb or a felt
encounter (Yorks & KasI, 2002).

All conceptualizations of critical reflection have a normative character, indicating
"good thinking" rather than describing observed ways of thinking. This is reflected in
the frequent usage of normative phrases like "proper reflection on these experiences
will result in a form of ideology critique" (Brookñeld, 2000, p. 39) and "although reflec-
tion is a mental action its aim should be social action" (Kemmis, 1985, in Reynolds,
1998, p. 191). This relates to the previous points, as theories of rationality are a part of
epistemology, which is a normative discipline (Rickert, 1998) resulting in theories of
how people ought to behave rather than how they actually do behave. This might
explain the tendency in the literature on critical reflection to focus on ideological
debates about what right, true, and "really critical" critical reflection entails. The psy-
chotherapeutically inclined tradition has been criticized for its strong emphasis on the
individual and reflection on the self (Reynolds, 1998; Swan & Bailey, 2004), thereby
distracting attention from political realities. The tradition of analytic philosophy and
logic has been criticized for its failure to acknowledge that epistemological assump-
tions (assumptions about knowledge) play a central role in recognizing a problematic
situation (King & Kitchener, 1994) and that steps for approaching a problem, such as
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formulating and then testing hypotheses, cannot be applied if the individual fails to
recognize that a problem exists.

Far fewer studies have focused on operationalizing critical reflection (Van Woerkom
& Croon, 2008), on researching to what extent people are capable of critical reflection,
or on researching to what extent critical reflection actually leads to the flilflUment of
particular ideals. Nevertheless, several studies (Brooks, 1989; Scott, 1991) have
shown that critical reflection and rationality are often granted too much importance in
perspective transformation and that intuition, other ways of knowing, emotions, and
empathy are of equal importance (Taylor, 1997). Furthermore, although in most litera-
ture in the field of adult education promoting rationality is seen as a basis for promoting
critical consciousness (Tisdell, Hanley, & Taylor, 2000), the emphasis on rational con-
trol and mastery has been criticized as a Eurocentric, masculinist view of knowledge
creation (Brookfield, 2000). Below, we elaborate on the neglected role of the uncon-
scious and emotions in conceptualizations of critical reflection.

Problems Related to the Rationalistic Bias in Critical
Reflection: The Underdeveloped Role of the Unconscious
and Emotions in Learning

One of the biggest problems in the conceptualizations of critical reflection is that most
of these focus on conscious thought about knowledge, experience, and assumptions.
However, there are aspects of experience that are unconscious, and this may play a
greater role than has been acknowledged in learning. Implicit learning is the acquisi-
tion of knowledge that takes place largely independently of conscious attempts to
learn and largely in the absence of explicit knowledge about what was acquired (Eraut,
2000; Reber, 1993). Laboratory studies show that knowledge of complex patterns
may be acquired without intention or awareness and that implicit knowledge
exceeds what one can verbalize (Jiang & Chun, 2001; Reber, 1993; Reber, Gitelman,
Parrish, & Mesulam, 2003). Because implicit knowledge is not available to conscious-
ness, it is also not available for critical reflection. In the model of Dreyfus and Dreyfus
(1986, 2005), experts are intuitive practitioners who base their actions on intuitions
that have developed through a long exposure in practice, instead of on solving prob-
lems in a systematic and laborious manner. Although rational learning requires
agreement about goals, as these require what information should be collected and
how it should be analyzed, goals are often difficult to formulate or ambiguous
(Sadler-Smith, 2006). Furthermore, rational learning also requires agreement about
cause-and-effect relationships, as this may inform plans and predictions about future
actions and their outcome. However, cause-and-effect relationships may also be
ambiguous, effects may be hard to attribute, and causes hard to isolate (Sadler-Smith,
2006). Especially in ambiguous situations, facing ill-defined, nonroutine problems,
and when faced with conflicting facts or inadequate information, rational models of
learning and problem solving do not perform satisfactorily (Sinclair & Ashkanasy,
2005). Cognitive reflection may even impede the learning process in some cases
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(Taylor, 2001). Instead of critical reflection, sometimes taking a break from the prob-
lem or "sleeping on it" has shown to be more effective. A study from Dijksterhuis,
Bos, Nordgren, and Van Baaren (2006) has, for instance, shown that where simple
choices indeed produce better results after conscious thought, choices in complex mat-
ters should be left to unconscious thought. Rhee (2003) shows that reflection may not
always lead to a realistic self-awareness. In an experiment, students who were given
repeated opportunities to reflect about their self-directed change process concerning
managerial skills were compared to students who were not given a similar opportu-
nity. Although both groups improved their skills during the program, the reflective
group had a greater awareness of its own change than the comparison group but over-
estimated the amount of improvement. Interestingly, despite the greater behavioral
change, the comparison group displayed an extremely low level of awareness of change.
Moreover, one could question the human capability to engage in critical reflection, as
many adults do not operate at the level of cognitive functioning that is needed for this
activity (Merriam, 2004). Lakoff and Johnson (1999) even suggest that the metaphor
of self-reflection is cognitively unrealistic because it ignores the pervasive and indis-
pensable workings ofthe cognitive unconscious.

Besides the questions of whether critical reflection always leads to better outcomes
and whether humans are even capable of critically reflection, there is also evidence
that transformation does not always develop through conscious reflection. A review of
empirical studies (Taylor, 1997) showed that in many cases, meaning structures were
altered on a nonconscious level outside the awareness ofthe individual, without delib-
erate rational examination of assumptions. Ball's (1999) study of transformative
experiences among people who had developed a commitment to global sustainability
found that they did not recall any period of reflection as part of their transformation:
"Any reflective activities happened inconspicuously perhaps even unconsciously, and
in the context of everyday activities" (p. 261). Parks Daloz, Keen, Keen, and Daloz
Parks (1996) found that transformation developed not necessarily through reflection
but embedded in encounters with others; over time, these increasingly induced a sense
of diversity and "consciousness of connection" (p. 215). Also, Burgoyne and Hodgson
(1983) concluded that transformation seems to occur through a gradual and tacit learn-
ing process that gradually erodes one belief and builds another with a gradual
accumulation of evidence and experience. Personally relevant learning experiences
may offer only subtle messages that only in retrospect may prove to be transformative
(Dirkx, Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006). Learning does not arise from reflection on
experience but from learning in experience—tacit, practical forms of question-
ing knowledge and exploring constructions of identities and realities (Cunliffe &
Easterby-Smith, 2004). For example, in a study on the learning process of intercul-
tural competency, Taylor (1994) found that some participants living in a second culture
seemed to emphasize immediate action more so in response to their intercultural chal-
lenges, assuming that thinking about the problem would only slow them down. Several
participants experienced a perspective transformation by just trying to accept every
situation as it was in a nonjudgmental way, instead of trying to think. This way of
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leaming seems to relate to the concept of mindfulness, which can be described as
bringing one's complete attention to the present experience, deliberately observing
one's intemal experiences in an accepting, nonelaborative and nonjudgmental way
(Baer, 2003), Although the concept of mindñilness seems in a number of aspects quite
distinct from the concept of critical reflection (attention to the present instead of
reflecting on experience in the past and an accepting and nonjudgmental attitude
instead of a focus on evaluating and challenging assumptions), several researchers
(Baer, 2003; Bond & Hayes, 2002; Langer, 1997) have shown that the practice of mind-
fulness may lead to changes in thought pattems or in attitudes about one's thoughts and
in a deeper self-awareness (Healy, 2000),

Another problem related to the rationalistic bias in critical reflection is that the
relation between emotion and reflection has until recently been largely underana-
lyzed and undertheorized in the literature on reflection (Swan & Bailey, 2004). Most
theories on critical reflection do not include emotions, and when they do, they regard
the manifestation of emotions as a need that has to be addressed before actual leam-
ing can take place (Dirkx, 2006), emphasizing the importance of controlling or
de-emotionalizing emotions (Vince, 2001), Few scholars regard emotion as integral
to the meaning-making process and as demonstrative of underlying and unconscious
forms of meaning associated with leaming (Dirkx, 2006). This reflects a strong cul-
tural bias in Westem societies for subordinating feeling and emotion to rational,
propositional thought and discourse (Yorks & Kasl, 2002), Within the positivist tradi-
tion, emotions are only allowed to play a role of suggesting hypotheses for
investigation but not in testing hypotheses (Jaggar, 1997), However, feminist studies
of epistemology have long argued against the stance taken by Westem notions of
rationality wherein emotions are perceived as the enemy of reason, Jaggar ( 1997)
argues that although many classic epistemologieal theories regard emotions as sub-
versive of knowledge, emotion is in fact indispensable to knowledge. Mature human
emotions are socially constmcted on several levels and are closely related to values.
On one hand, values presuppose emotions; if we had no emotional responses to the
world, we should never come to value one state of affairs more highly than another.
On the other hand, emotions presuppose values; the object of an emotion is a com-
plex state of affairs that is evaluated by the individual. For instance, one could never
feel betrayed without the existence of social norms about fidelity. So instead of pas-
sive or involuntary responses to the world, emotions should be seen as ways in which
we engage actively and even constmct the world.

The distinction between the cognitive and the affective or emotional exists both in
psychology as an academic discipline that has been dominant in theory development
on leaming and more generally in our culture and language and can be traced back as
far as the ancient Greek distinction between logos and psyche (lUeris, 2002). Leaming
psychology as a part of cognitive psychology is concemed with knowledge and epis-
temology, whereas personality psychology is concemed with the development and
structure of the personality, or how we become who we are. However, recent research
conducted by neurologists and educators shows a strong link between emotion and
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reason, feelings and thoughts, thereby disproving that emotion is the enemy of reason
(Weiss, 2000), Leaming does not take place without emotional arousal (Palombo
Weiss, 2000), Learners need emotions to direct their actions toward particular goals by
focusing attention on them and the processes that lead to their realization. Emotion
drives attention, which drives leaming, memory, and problem-solving behavior.
Purely objective reasoning cannot determine what to notice, what to attend to, and
what to inquire about (Taylor, 2001),

A review of empirical studies revealed that transformative leaming is not just ratio-
nally driven but also relies strongly on the exploration and resolution of feelings
(Taylor, 1997), So it is very likely that emotions are also needed to start up the process
of critical reflection, as has also been shown by Swan and Bailey (2004), who found in
their interviews with managers that emotions are often catalysts for reflection. Some
managers even saw emotions as more truthful or energizing than the intellect or ratio-
nality. By exploring one's feelings, greater self-awareness and change in meaning
stmctures occur (Taylor, 2001), Cope and Watts (2000) found that the critical incidents
that led six small business owners to critical reflection were in essence emotional
events, representing a period of intense feelings, both at the time and during subsequent
reflective interpretation. Although the conflict that one ofthe business owners experi-
enced with his employees proved very painful and difficult at the time, it resulted both
in double-loop leaming at an organizational level and transformational leaming on a
personal level. On the other hand, emotions may also inhibit critical reflection or make
individuals ambivalent toward critical reflection as emotions reflect complex and com-
peting desires—to avoid, to serve, as well as to challenge established expectations,
norms, and power relations (Reynolds & Vince, 2004), Vince (2002) shows how the
anxiety that results from having to say something difficult or challenging or by the pres-
sures of an unfamiliar task may either promote or discourage leaming. Individuals are
faced with a 'strategic moment' (p, 79), where the anxiety can either be held and worked
through, toward some form of insight, or it can be ignored and avoided, creating a
"willing ignorance" (p, 79). In that moment of feeling anxious, it is possible to move in
either direction, toward leaming or away from it. As critically reflecting on one's own
assumptions and actions may provoke even more anxiety than more instmmental forms
of leaming, this theory seems especially relevant for explaining why critical reflection
is so difficult. Only when one is able to hold the uncertainty created by anxiety long
enough for risks to be taken is one capable of critical reflection. This means that critical
reflection should be conceptualized as an experience linking reason and feeling (Taylor,
2001) instead of an experience of controlling emotions,

Poter)tial Empirical Research

How could empirical research be undertaken, such that the emotive or embodied aspects
of critical reflection can be explored and examined? Currently, the majority of studies
that look at transformational leaming (often seeing critical reflection as an essential
component thereof) employ qualitative cross-sectional research designs mostly using
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retrospective interviews (Taylor, 2007). This is problematic, as intuitive processes are
hard to describe in words and people tend to devise rational arguments for their behavior
after that behavior has taken place (Korthagen, 2005). Research participants' responses
to interviews about critical reflection are therefore often retrospective verbalizations and
rationalizations of their learning process. Longitudinal research designs might provide
more insight into the gradual and implicit nature of transformational learning and into
the development of cognitive functioning (Merriam, 2004) in relation to the develop-
ment of critical reflective capacity over time (Taylor, 2007). Since there may be radical
differences between the extent to which participants say they reflect on their premises
and the extent to which they can provide convincing examples of actions they engage in
that demonstrate they do (Kreber, 2004), future research should not rely exclusively on
interviews but include methods such as observations, logs, or videotaping. Using video-
taped practical situations as a stimulus for interviews may provide several advantages
(Liimatainen, Poskiparta, Karhila, & Sjögren, 2001). Not only does seeing the situation
on video decrease the risk of forgetting details of the experience, it can also make the
interview data gathering more flexible and open by allowing participants to select the
themes for reflection. Also, since the videotaped situations are authentic and natural, it
is diflicult for the participants to hide behind the phrases, because the actions are all
discernible (Liimatainen et al., 2001).

One other possibility for future research might be to leam more from the insights
that cognitive science and neurobiological perspectives of transformative learning
(Taylor, 2008) have to offer and to build on them. Drawing on multiple, empirical
disciplines such as psychology, neuroscience, and biology, cognitive science has put
an end to more than two millennia of a priori philosophical speculations by showing
that the mind is inherently embodied and thought is mostly unconscious (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1999). In line with Lakoff and Johnson (1999), I would like to argue that
adult education cannot simply spin out theories of mind without seriously encounter-
ing this body of relevant research. By collaborating with cognitive scientists and using
different methodologies, including behavioral experiments and brain imaging, the
field of adult education may develop a more profound insight in the processes and
individual characteristics that are involved in critical reflection (Taylor, 2008).
Research questions that might be addressed in this type of research could include the
impact that emotional states and personality types (Cranton, 1994, 1996) may have on
critical reflection and the conditions under which critical reflection is favorable.
Another question that might be addressed is the relation between critical reflection and
somatic learning. Do we leam when we reflect on our experiences and figure out some
strategies to deal with the problem, or is this simply the moment in which our mental
processes catch up with what our bodies already know, as suggested by Clark (2001 )?
And is it tme that new emotions can be generated and sustained through a shift in the
physiology, as suggested by Olalla and Lupberger (2008)?

Although surely not easy, an interesting way to study critical reflection and the
effect of interventions aimed at fostering transformational leaming would be to design
traditional experimental studies with a comparison group and measurements before
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and after the intervention. For instance, to flnd out the importance of critical reflection
in relation to implicit learning, experiments could be designed in which we evaluate
the viewpoints of a group of learners with scales in a pretest. After this, the partici-
pants are presented with an activating event that exposes them to viewpoints that may
be discrepant with their own—for example, by using films, documentaries, novels,
short stories, and poems, as suggested by Cranton (2002). Subsequently, half of the
group is invited and stimulated to engage in critical reflection, while the other half of
the group is given another task, preventing them from engaging in premise reflection.
Subsequently, the viewpoints of all participants are being evaluated again (posttest),
preferably several times over a longer time span.

The same type of experimental design could be used to provide more insight into
the relative importance of critical reflection versus emotional literacy, providing the
control group with an intervention focused on exploring the emotions that the activat-
ing event evokes. Another option would be to train the control group in mindfulness
or meditation techniques.

A totally different, nontraditional methodology to study critical reflection is to use
arts-based research processes. Leitch (2006) describes how arts-based methods com-
bined with narrative inquiry demonstrated a tremendous potential for participants to
narrate their lived experience at the boundary of the personal and the professional and
to reflect on what they have come to present and what they had "chosen" to keep
hidden from their professional arenas. Asking participants to make, for example,
drawings, photographs, masks, or autobiographical timelines may create a path to
their feelings and emotions and an opportunity for more meaningful and honest verbal
reports helping respondents reveal more than what may have been captured with only
unstructured verbal interviews (Kearney & Hyle, 2004). The efficacy of arts-based
research processes is, however, still a largely unexplored area, and there is still much
to be discovered about the uses of this methodology. However, much can be learned
from art therapists who have used this tool for many decades.

Conclusion

The usage of critical reflection is informed by different ideological traditions. Irre-
spective of the differences between these traditions, they all define "proper" learning
processes as rational, goal-directed processes that are instrumental in realizing par-
ticular ideals. In this article, we have argued that separating between good and bad
learning is artificial and does not do justice to the quality of everyday ways of learn-
ing, which are complex blends of implicit and explicit learning and reflection and
action (Fenwick, 2003). The supposed dichotomy between logical analytical manners
of information processing such as critical reflection and entirely different manners
referred to as nonrational, tacit, and intuitive are no more than constructions of the
mind (Korthagen, 2005). Therefore, we need to flnd ways to think of learning that
acknowledge the importance of emotions and unconscious learning and that go
beyond dualistic assumptions about good and bad learning. Perhaps it is not so much
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reflection or intuition that is important but the competence to connect the two in deal-
ing with situations (Korthagen, 2005). A more holistic approach to learning uniting
intuition and rationality into a third hybrid mode that capitalizes on the strengths of
each approach but also relies on each one to offset biases associated with the other
(Sadler-Smith & Shefy, 2004) might be a way forward in conceptualizing learning
processes.

Moreover, we need to ground our conceptualizations of critical reflection in reality.
Critical reflection is a mysterious concept to students not because they have never
thought critically reflective during their academic careers before (Spalding & Wilson,
2002) but because they do not recognize the abstract and neat theories on critical
reflection in their own everyday ways of learning and thinking. There is a need for
empirical in-depth studies that give more insight into the nature of critical reflection
and for longitudinal studies that follow learners or collectives of learners from the
beginning to the end of a learning process (Iran-Nejad & Gregg, 2001 ; Taylor, 1997).

To prevent that conceptualizations of critical reflection are used to refer to so many
things that they cease to have a distinctive meaning or to become beyond the realm of
critical analysis, there should be a constant debate around the ways these concepts are
understood and practiced (Brookfield, 2000). This debate should be grounded in the
everyday ways of sense-making and learning instead of only in ideologies of what
"good" learning should look like. Although this call is in itself normative and not free
of value judgments in what counts as improved research and scholarship, we feel that
particularly if we want to understand the informal learning processes in organizations
that are beyond the influence of adult educators, we need to distinguish between
pedagogies and learning theories and between ideals and practice. Pedagogy is a
normative science because it is based on moral choice, on what one considers good
for human beings, and on what one disapproves of (Langeveld, 1998). Although
thinking about our pedagogical ideals is valuable, by observing and trying to under-
stand learning processes, we might be better able to judge to what extent these ideals
for learning are realistic. This should include a critical evaluation of critical reflec-
tion, including its dark sides such as the risk of critical reflection leading to inactivity
and pessimism (Brittan & Maynard, 1985), making decision making more difficult
(Reynolds, 1998), and promoting conflict and cynicism (Brookfield, 2000). Thus,
just as learning in general is not "good" or "true" per se, it is likely that the same
applies to critical reflection. Critical reflection is not the solution to all problems and
we need to develop theories about creating balances between critical reflection and
other ways of learning.
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