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The ABCs of Reflection   
 Source: Marshall Welch Bennion Center Borchard Service-Learning Fellow

 University of Utah
Reflection is a key component of Service-Learning. Despite its intuitive appeal, many instructors struggle with implementing it effectively in Service-Learning courses. It’s important to understand three dimensions of reflection:

One dimension of reflection is AFFECTIVE. This involves exploration of feelings and emotions. Students should explore whether they are emotionally comfortable with the information they have just processed or the experience they have encountered. There is no judgment to this process. Students and faculty merely acknowledge feelings, good or bad.

 A second dimension is BEHAVIOR which represents action. This can be explored by asking students to consider how they have acted in the past or present within the context of their Service-Learning experience. Another option is to have students speculate how they might behave in the future now that they’ve had this experience.  This process facilitates application of information or skills presented in the learning experience. In other words, how has or will the information and/or experience be used or applied?

COGNITION is the final dimension of reflection. Students think about the information or experience and then make connections between course context and their experience. This is the most critical component for instructors to consider. It is an opportunity for students to clearly demonstrate that they understand the concepts being presented in the course. The process is a chance to test theory, principles, or assumptions discussed in class. Students may be asked to describe an event from their Service-Learning experience that demonstrates or “reflects” a concept or skill presented in class. If they DON’T or CAN’T make the cognitive connection you can use this as a focus for discussion or review. It may also provide an instructor valuable information regarding the clarity of the concept itself or how it was presented in class.

The actual reflection process can be done during group discussions or through written expression. Instructors should, however, give a context or framework for students. It is not enough to simply instruct students to “reflect” on their experience. Select a concept or skill from the course and have students use the ABCs enumerated above. For written reflection assignments, points can be assigned for each dimension. Typically, no evaluative points are awarded for feelings. Instead, points are merely awarded if students addressed affect. Points may, however, be awarded to the other two dimensions as they indicate to what extent students understand and apply concepts from course.


