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Abstract 
This study was an attempt to examine the levels of teacher activity and 
reflection phases Iranian prospective language teachers go through in a way 
to put into practice the concepts and theories explored on campus within their 
workplace. To this end, Core Reflection Model was practiced by drawing on 
reflective journals, focus group discussions, and field notes collected over a 
four month period. The findings indicated that reflections on all six levels of 
the core reflection model took place mostly being on the level of convictions 
or beliefs, followed by competencies, behavior, environment, identity, and 
mission. Moreover, through the movement of reflection among the five 
phases, a shift from the second phase, looking back at action, to the third one, 
awareness of essential aspects, was observed and held on to the last phase; 
the reason could be the lack of mentorship and supervisory interventions for 
promoting guided reflection practice for prospective teachers in English 
language teacher education in Iran. In general, utilizing core reflection model 
in language teacher education for prospective teachers seems to be 
successful, because the model fostered the reflection of language teachers on 
all levels and phases and could empower them in their practice. 
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1. Introduction  
Recently, integration of theoretical knowledge and pedagogical practice has 

increasingly attracted the attention of most scholars in teacher education. 

Within this realm, one of the main challenges of prospective language 

teachers has been to merge theory and practice (Cochran-Smith, 2001; 

Korthagen, Loughran, & Russell, 2006; Smith, 2000). According to Levine 

(cited in Hartocollis, 2005, p. 2), a widely held concern is that "one of the 

biggest dangers we face is preparing teachers who know theory and know 

nothing about practice". Studies show that prospective teachers who have 

recently entered the workplace often indicated that theoretical knowledge 

acquired on campus did not enable them to handle the troubles and 

difficulties of real practice context (Korthagen, Loughran, & Russell, 2006; 

Oosterheert, 2001). 

The major concern is how to prevent a gap arising between theory and 

practice or more specifically how to help prospective English language 

teachers integrate their theoretical knowledge and pedagogical practice. 

Another related concern, focusing on the professional development of 

prospective language teachers, is how such integration of the theory and 

practice can be realized and how this integration can be stimulated. In fact, 

prospective language teachers can be guided to be more effective through 

recognizing how to identify and understand their work and its contradictions:  

the gap between what is set to be achieved and what is really achievable in 

real practice (Husu, 2009). Within the last two decades, reflection has been 

identified as a central concept which can be fruitful in the process of 

integrating matters of theory and practice. Leinhardt (1995) emphasizes the 

major role of reflection in the context of knowledge-practice link for teacher 

education to facilitate the process of integrating theory and practice. 
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Future practitioners should be given the opportunity to 
construct their own theories from their own practice, 
and to thoughtfully generate authentic episodes of 
practice from their own theories. We have proposed that 
the university should take on the task of helping learners 
integrate and transform their knowledge by theorizing 
practice and particularizing theory. We believe that the 
university can facilitate this process because it can 
create opportunities for time and pace alteration, 
reflection on practice, and examination of 
consequences. (p. 404) 

In line with the above-mentioned quotation, Rodgers (2002) defines 

reflection as: 

A systematic and disciplined way of thinking that 
comprises the following phases: spontaneous 
interpretation of an experience; naming the problem(s) 
and question(s) that arise out of the experience; 
generating possible explanations for the problem(s) 
posed; developing and testing the explanations; and 
efforts to sort out, or live with, the problem(s) posed. (p. 
25)  

In addition, Korthagen (2005) differentiates the two concepts of reflection 

and core reflection in a way that reflection can be understood as a systematic 

way of improving one's practice but core reflection involves questioning and 

reframing a person's deepest levels of functioning such as identity and 

mission (p. 5). As Korthagen (2005) points out, "core reflection aims at more 

durable changes in a person in comparison to reflection" (p. 5).   

Reviewing the related literature indicates that core reflection approach has 

not been applied to a considerable number of English as a foreign language 
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(ELT) teaching programs and more specifically to any Iranian contexts yet; 

therefore, the study attempts to shed some light on this area of language 

teacher education which has received little or no attention from the 

researchers and practitioners of the field. Considering the reported effects of 

reflection in teaching, teacher education and positive psychology along with 

the lack of research with regard to the possible role of core reflection 

approach which may integrate theory and practice in English language 

pedagogy, the study is an attempt to see how core reflection approach can 

examine and possibly bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and 

pedagogical practice in the context of EFL teacher education; this may help 

them put into practice the concepts and theories explored on campus within 

their workplace. More specifically, the study is designed to examine the 

levels of teacher activity (competency, behavior, environment, identity, & 

mission) and the reflection phases (action, looking back at action, awareness 

of essential aspects, creating alternative methods of action, and trial) which 

the prospective language teachers go through while practicing core reflection 

approach. 

As the results of the study can tap on some unexplored aspects of 

language teaching profession, it can be of some interest to both researchers 

and practitioners in terms of its pedagogical implications, which, in turn, may 

contribute to fundamental positive changes in language teacher education and 

guide language teachers towards their proximal development. 

2. Review of Literature 
The process of reflection or reflective practice in teacher education is well 

documented in the literature. Schon (1983) provides a conceptual 

understanding of reflective practice upon which many later researchers have 

based their work. For example, Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) take Schon's 

notions of technical rationality, knowledge-in-action and reflection-on-action 
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to produce an enabling model of reflection-on-practice, leading to decisions 

and actions that help teachers to understand teaching and learning. Ghaye and 

Ghaye (1998) argue that by reflecting on their practice, teachers are enabled 

to make 'wise and principled decisions' (p. 3) that are based on self-

knowledge and experience. These decisions lead to improvements in teachers' 

practice, and in their understanding of the complexity of their students' and 

their own learning.  

Recently, Loughran (2004) emphasizes the importance of personal 

reflection which can be made public by teacher educators both with 

colleagues and students. In the same line, Ghaye and Ghaye (1998) argue that 

reflection should be as publicly accessible as possible. Trumbull (2006) 

discusses the 'dialectical' notion of reflection, as a means by which a teacher 

educator's ideas about teaching and learning are examined and reconstructed 

through recourse to personal experience and the experiences of others. She 

argues that "this transformative process enables one to surface and question 

previously taken-for-granted assumptions about the self" (p. 74). In addition, 

the emotional side of reflection is emphasized by Moore (2003) when he 

argues that "by addressing, including and putting us more in touch with our 

'feelings' [reflection] is a vital tool in broadening our perspectives[&] is 

arguably a prerequisite to becoming not just 'better' but happier and more 

fulfilled in the work that we do" (p. 581). Such perspectives consider 

reflection as an emotional process more than a cognitive one within academic 

contexts. As Trumbull (2006) suggests, it is not just an examination of 

practice, but an examination of the self and how this is an integral part of 

one's practice. 
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Along with the emotional side of reflection practice which may facilitate 

teachers personal and professional development. Loughran (2006) argues 

that: 

Reflection can promote pedagogy of teacher education by making the 

underlying principles of teacher educators' practice explicit to students of 

teaching; by reflecting on their own practices, beliefs and assumptions 

language teacher educators are better placed to understand these practices and 

to make them clearer to their students. Student teachers in turn have an 

opportunity to gain insights into teaching and learning by participating in 

such processes rather than being instructed by their teachers (p. 25).  

Brandenburg (2008) made use of Korthagen's (2001) ALACT (Action, 

Looking back at action, Awareness of essential aspects, Creating alternative 

methods of action, & trial) framework in her teaching of student teachers and 

promoted structured self-reflection in order to unpacked hidden aspect of 

teaching. Brandenburg found that through reflection (her own & that of her 

students) there emerged a "reconceptualised approach to learning and 

teaching [and that] more has been exposed about how examining the ordinary 

can lead to extra-ordinary insights about teaching and learning about 

teaching" (p. 179). She argues that reflection for both teacher educators and 

prospective teachers, is a powerful way to improve their professional 

practice.  

In addition to above-mentioned, Berry (2007) examined her own teaching 

practices from the perspective of tensions. By reflecting on her practice in 

teacher education, Berry identified several tensions that were inherent in her 

work including those tensions between telling students about learning and 

teaching and allowing them to explore these concepts through their own 

experiences (growth); between providing students with safety in the 

classroom and challenge to confront difficult and stressful issues related to 
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learning and teaching; and between valuing experience that student teachers 

bring to teacher education and challenging them to reconstruct such 

experience in order to reconceptualize their personal theories of learning and 

teaching (p. 12).  

Along with the above-mentioned studies, a couple of studies on teacher 

education in general and reflection practice in particular are reported in the 

Iranian context. As an illustration, in a study by Karimvand, Hessamy, and 

Hemmati (2014) on the place of postmethod pedagogy in teacher education 

programs in EFL language centers of Iran, 23 language teachers were 

interviewed about the logistics, content, and procedures of the teacher 

education programs they had attended in order to investigate the ways in 

which teacher education as currently practiced facilitates or stifles 

implementation of postmethod in English language teaching (ELT).  The    

study explored English teachers' perceptions of the dominant approaches to 

teacher education in ELT centers in Iran and their ideological and 

pedagogical bases. The analysis of the interviews, as directed by grounded 

theory, yielded three themes, namely no/little teacher learners' involvement in 

course design and implementation, dominance of a transmission model, and 

dominance of a linguistic and technical focus (Karimvand, Hessamy, & 

Hemmati, 2014). In addition, in a study by Khatib and Javadi (2014) on the 

relationship between reflective teaching and teachers' burnout, as many as 

170Iranian EFL teachers in different private language teaching institutes 

participated.  Data were collected using Maslach Burnout Inventory 

(Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996) and reflective teaching measurement 

scale (Behzadpoure, 2007). The result of correlation analysis revealed that 

teachers' reflection was significantly related to their feeling of burnout. The 

Step-Wise Multiple Regression also indicated that the components of burnout 

(i.e., emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal 



68   Teaching English Language, Vol. 12, No. 1 

Core Reflection as a Way … 

accomplishment) can considerably predict teachers' reflection (Khatib & 

Javadi, 2014, p. 10). 

In spite of the fact that, the notion of reflection in and on practice is 

examined extensively in the literature, the model of core reflection is more 

recently developed by Korthagen and Vasalos as an extension of Korthagen's 

earlier reflective model, known as the ALACT model (Korthagen, 2001). 

This approach is more holistic than the less rational sources of teacher 

behavior. The ALACT model describes a structured reflective process, but it 

does not tell us much about the content of reflection: what does or should the 

teacher reflect upon? (Korthagen & Vasalos, 2005).In order to answer this 

question the onion model was suggested. It contains six levels which can 

influence the functioning of a teacher. These levels are: the environment that 

refers to everything that is outside of the person; behavior; competencies that 

include different competences of a person; beliefs that include different 

beliefs of a person; identity that refers to the self-understating of a person; 

mission that refers to callings and inspirations of a person. Reflection on the 

level of mission triggers such issues as 'why' the person decided to become a 

teacher, or even what he sees as his calling in the world. In essence, this level 

is concerned with what inspires us, and what gives meaning and significance 

to our work or our lives (Korthagen, 2004).  

Finally, teachers can be more effective by learning how to identify and 

understand their work and its contradictions. Therefore, in the study attempts 

were made not only to make such theory-practice connection in teaching 

English at academic level in an Iranian context, but to help prospective 

language teachers in developing their own insight into this connection 

through reflection practice, and to promote their capacity to keep making this 

connection over and over again in their future career. 
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3. Method 
3.1 Research Design 
This study used a qualitative action research approach to integrate theoretical 

knowledge and pedagogical practice through using core reflection model. 

This approach reflects a desire to construct a coherent and authentic narrative 

of prospective language teachers that makes sense of theory-practice gap 

which has been at the center of national and international debates in language 

teacher education. The study is modestly descriptive in nature, and data 

analysis is done qualitatively; therefore, this study is designed to provide real 

flavor by building narratives from descriptions of various data sources rather 

than by overlaying brief summations with elaborate analysis.  

3.2 Participants 
Through purposeful sampling, 10 participants (two males &eight females) 

were selected. The selected participants were identified with the following 

selection criteria: (1) MA undergraduate of TEFL, (2) currently teach general 

English course to nonEnglish-major students at university level, (3) have less 

than a year of experience in teaching English at university level, (3) 

acknowledge a concern to integrate on-campus knowledge with pedagogy.  

The opportunities provided for participants involved in the study are: (1) 

exploring their own perspectives on both theory and pedagogy in teaching 

English, (2) reflecting on the practices they bring to the classroom regarding 

their planning, points of strength and weakness, questions, challenges, and 

troubles, (3) familiarizing other participants plus the researcher who is a 

participant observer in focus groups with their experiences. 

3.3 Instrumentation 
In order to best explore the phenomenon of integrating theoretical knowledge 

and pedagogical practice through using core reflection, focus group 

discussion, field notes, and participants' reflective journals were used, along 
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with member checking and auditing as ways of ruling out misinterpretation 

of ideas and boosting the credibility of the results. Attempts were made to use 

triangulation through utilizing a combination of data collection approaches to 

complete the process of validating the accuracy of results and increase more 

consistency.  

3.4 Data Collection  
As the first stage of the study, the selected participants were invited to attend 

an introduction meeting to be familiarized with the aims and procedures of 

the study as the vague definition of core reflection for the participants could 

indeed serve as barriers to them for practicing it. The participants were 

encouraged to discuss about the topic within the introduction meeting in 

which the researcher further elaborated on the phenomena of core reflection 

practice. Such effort to develop an authentic understanding of the 

participants' experiences regarding core reflection practice was very 

important to develop inquiry that set aside embedded assumptions regarding 

how this concept might be defined and understood in language teacher 

education. This was done in order to develop an understanding of how 

participants perceive and construct their own understanding of what it meant 

to reflect on their teaching and recognize their core qualities in order to 

integrate their theoretical knowledge with their pedagogical practice. Then 

the participants were asked to keep a reflective journal to reflect on their own 

practice after each session of teaching general English at Sheikhbahaee 

University during the semester under study. The reflective journals were 

shared by the researcher before any focus group discussion in order for the 

researcher to be able to orchestrate the focus group discussions.  

Three focus group discussions were held, at three different points in time, 

at the beginning, middle, and end of the semester. The discussions consisted 

mostly of interactions between the researcher as the observer participant and 
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individual prospective language teachers. Each discussion was audio-

recorded and subsequently transcribed by the researcher. At the focus group 

discussion, prospective language teachers came together to reflect on their 

teaching practice, and to discuss on their points of strength and weakness and 

suggest solutions for the problems. The focus group discussions clarified the 

interpretations emerging within the participants’ reflective journals. During 

and immediately following all discussions field notes were used by the 

researcher to track information. As the researcher might not clearly recall 

thoughts and insights that come up during the discussions or when reviewing 

the data; therefore, field notes were used to highlight such ideas, questions, 

and insights. This process helped to encourage further description of ideas, 

thoughts, and interpretations, as well as to highlight further research 

questions and ideas. After the discussions, field notes were revisited by the 

researcher to expand on any fragmented ideas or clarify questions or 

thoughts.  The data collected in field notes throughout the discussions were 

used as a resource to offer a further interpretive stance on what might not 

have been understood, what was questioned, or what was thought at the time 

of the discussion.  

In an attempt to prevent misinterpretation, after the data was transcribed 

from the any discussion, each participant had the opportunity to review an 

electronic copy of their transcripts and verify an accurate portrayal of their 

comments.  Through such member checking process the participants had the 

opportunity to clarify comments or offer feedback regarding their original 

responses. Moreover, in order to foster the accuracy and validity of the 

research study ‘auditing’ was also used. For the sake of a detailed audit 

check, a log of all research activities, data collection and analysis procedures 

along with all data which were collected through using research instruments 

namely as participants' reflective journals, field notes and focus group 
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discussion transcripts was provided for another researcher who was not 

involved in the study in order to be examined and reassessed whether the 

study's findings were grounded in the data and whether the inferences were 

logical. This process of auditing also helped other readers follow each stage 

of the study and trace through the research logic accordingly.  

3.5 Data Analysis 
The analysis of the whole data set was guided by grounded theory procedures 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and analytical induction techniques (Le Compte & 

Preissle, 1993). Analytic induction involves scanning the data for themes and 

relationships among these themes, and developing and modifying hypotheses 

on the basis of the data. This was done through hermeneutic cycles of close 

interpretative readings (Kelchtermans & Vandenberghe, 1994) of each 

transcript in order to identify recurrent themes that emerge from prospective 

language teachers' articulations about their experiences of turning theory into 

practice within their workplace. In order to extrapolate thematic 

interpretations, the steps of qualitative data analysis explained by Rubin and 

Rubin (2005) were used: (1) recognition, (2) examination, (3) coding, (4), 

sorting, and (5) synthesis.  Recognition, examination, and coding were used 

to prepare the data while sorting and synthesis to analyze the data.  In order 

to locate frequently referenced concepts and themes to clarify meaning and 

comprehension of the research topic, recognition was implemented, which 

involved the process of reading, reviewing, and studying the data.  When 

completing the data analysis process, the concepts and themes were 

combined to tease out insight in relation to the research questions. 

Through cross-case analysis, which Patton (2002) describes as a process 

used to search for patterns and themes that are similar among the experiences 

of individuals in order to present a holistic picture, all data were coded.  The 

process was actually "an attempt to understand the whole picture of the 
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study" (Janesick, 2004, p. 7). Themes that exist across the experiences of the 

participants were highlighted and a description of their experiences was 

emphasized by utilizing direct quotations, but only those that were 

meaningful and relevant, "substantively significant and providing enough 

detail and evidence to illuminate and make that case" (Patton, 2002, p. 503). 

In other words, data were given open-ended and holistic treatment to allow 

main features to emerge that best answer the research questions. Also, the 

participants in the study were invited to read and make comments on the draft 

of data analysis in the process of member checking. Moreover, in order to 

foster the accuracy and validity of the research study auditing was also used. 

For the sake of a detailed audit check, a log of all research activities, data 

collection, and analysis procedures along with all data was provided for 

another researcher who was not involved in the study in order for the study's 

findings and the inferences to be examined. Finally, the focus remained on 

constructing an accurate portrayal of the prospective teachers' perspectives 

surrounding their understandings of their teaching and their core qualities. 

4. Result and Discussion 
4.1 Reflection Level Analysis 
All data of reflective journals, focus group discussions and field notes were 

coded to answer the research questions. The analysis of transcribed focus 

group discussions and written reflections along with field notes began by 

dividing data into units of analysis. Any unit of analysis was a smallest unit 

which had independent meaning from reflection levels point of view. The 

data were coded thought by thought, one unit of analysis being one 

understandable thought or idea with a distinct meaning. Conjunctions, 

irrelevant stretches of discourse and words with no meaning were not coded. 

Dividing of all data resulted in 750 units of analysis of which 340 were found 
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from reflective journals, 220 from focus group discussion transcripts and 190 

from field notes which were all coded accordingly. 

As the second step of the analysis all the meaningful units were coded 
according to the coding scheme of Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) that was 
created on the basis of the reflection model. Thereafter, in order to develop a 
detailed auditing, a log of all research activities, data collection and analysis 
procedures along with all data which were collected through using research 
instruments was provided for another researcher who was not involved in the 
study in order to be examined whether the study's findings were grounded in 
the data and whether the inferences were logical. Concurrency of 80% in 
units of analysis and 75% in reflection levels was found in 10% sample of all 
data log; the result could be considered acceptable as it was a first-time 
introduction of the coding schema of reflection levels in researching 
prospective language teachers in Iranian context. 

The percentage of all units of analysis in reflective journals, focus group 
discussion transcripts and field notes has been written down with each 
category that describes a specific reflection level in Table 1. As shown, the 
most reflected level of reflection was belief or conviction (26%). This was 
followed by the level of competency (22%), behavior (16%), environment 
(14%), identity (12%) and mission (10%).   
Table 1 
Percentage of Occurrence of Reflection Levels in Reflective Journal, Focus 
Group Discussion Transcript and Field Note Units (N=750) 

Reflection 
level 

reflective 
journal 

focus group 
discussion transcript 

field 
note 

Total 

Environment 12 15 15 14 
Behavior 18 14 13 16 

Competency 23 22 21 22 
Belief 26 25 26 26 

Identity 11 15 13 12 
Mission 10 9 12 10 
Total 100 100 100 100 
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Units in which the prospective teachers mentioned their convictions, 

beliefs, principles and value judgments fell into the category of the belief 

level (26%). Such beliefs and convictions occurred in reflective journals as 

well as in focus group discussions. Convictions were expectedly most 

frequent topics that discussed the principles of teaching or principles that 

were gained mostly on campus. Here prospective teachers brought out how 

language should be taught and how a language teacher should behave, as one 

of the teachers in this study indicated: I think teaching a foreign language 

cannot be that much fruitful by just exposing the students to language. 

Students need to be aware of the principles and rules. This idea is strongly 

connected to my view about language teaching and learning. In line with 

what is believed by this teacher another prospective teacher in this study 

claimed that: We shouldn't overlook the experiential aspect of language 

learning because it reduces the value of teaching. In my view, to achieve high 

quality of language education especially in foreign contexts we need both 

knowledge of use and usage of language. Therefore, we should teach the 

students the language besides teaching about the language. Such convictions 

are sometimes very deeply rooted in the mind of the teachers which can 

easily shape their professional identity. 

The next proportionate level, competency (22%), included units that 

discussed competencies and skills such as theoretical concepts that are 

already mastered and the ones that are not. This category included 

competencies and skills that are mentioned by the prospective teachers as 

their points of strength and weakness in theory and what they have been 

exposed to on campus. For instance, one of the teachers in this study 

indicated: I know grammar very well so I try to challenge my students by 

attracting their attention to grammatical points in the context. Another one 

once said: I am always afraid of losing face by mispronouncing a word in my 
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class, I think I need to work on my pronunciation more. Since the teachers in 

the study had recently finished their studies of higher education, they were 

more inclined to theories rather than experience and tried to elaborate on 

pedagogical issues through theoretical lenses. At this point guided reflection 

is required for the beginner teachers to practice merging theory into real 

practice. 

The level of behavior (16%) followed competency level which included 

idea units that were defined as the behavior of teachers. The level included 

answers to the following questions: what did I do? How did I behave? What 

were my models of behavior and behavior limiting circumstances? Answers 

included: I try to behave as an open-minded person so I allow my students to 

have comments about my methodology, material and in general my teaching. 

Another answer was: the behavior of students is the reflection of our 

behavior in the class, therefore, if we respect them, we will receive care and 

respect in return. 

The next level, environment (14%), included units that were considered 

distinct from the teachers themselves, including the position of the classroom, 

curriculum, students and their action. The main aspects that were included on 

the level of environment were about students' attitude, behavior, hopes and 

wishes, and less about school environment. One of the prospective teachers 

in the study expressed the situation as: Since the students in my class are non-

English majors, they are not motivated to learn the language well and they 

don't consider the course serious. Another one added: In my opinion, a two-

credit course of general English is not enough for students at university level 

to learn English considerably; we should add an extension to this curriculum.    

The next proportionate category is the category of identity (12%) which 

included units of how and as whom did the prospective language teachers 

perceive and determine themselves in situations of teaching as well as 
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individually. This level has to do with how we experience ourselves and our 

self-concept. The most identity level idea units were brought out in 

answering a question: Who are you? How and as whom do you perceive 

yourself? Also, many identity level units were brought out with questions: 

what have you learned about yourself through teaching? Answers included: I 

love teaching and I can cope with it very well; I am very patient and I do not 

lose my nerve very quickly so I think I was born to be a teacher; I think 

teaching can improve my character since I learn many things when I am 

teaching. 

The last level, mission (10%), included units that discussed role in life 

and chosen specialty, calling, inspiration, wishes and accomplishments. 

Reflection on the level of mission triggers such issues as 'why' the person 

decided to become a teacher, or even what he sees as his calling in the world. 

In essence, this level is concerned with what inspires us, and what gives 

meaning and significance to our work or our lives (for an elaboration of the 

issue of the teachers calling see Hansen,1995; Palmer, 1998; Korthagen, 

2004). This is a transpersonal level, since it involves becoming aware of the 

meaning of our own existence in the world, and the role we see for ourselves 

in relation to our fellow man (Korthagen, 2004). Such role is mentioned by 

one the teachers in this study as: I would like to help my students build their 

self-esteem in order to believe that everything is possible. I try to teach them 

how to set their goals as I believe that as a teacher we are responsible to 

teach beyond the teaching subject. Another teacher answered the Why 

question of being a teacher in this way: To be a teacher is not just teaching 

the content but to teach humanity. In my view, the aim to be a teacher is to 

teach creativity and open mindedness to students, in this way we as teachers 

can be influential in our students lives. We can give them voice to express 

their real selves. 
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Actually the ultimate goal of core reflection model is to lead teachers 

towards this last level of reflection in a way to live to teach rather than teach 

to live. The mission of teacher educators would surely be guiding prospective 

teachers to learn how to move from their outer world of teaching towards 

their inner selves through reflection practice in a way to make use of their 

theoretical knowledge for shaping their professional identity. 

4.2 Reflection Phase Analysis  
In addition to analysis of reflection levels, the ALACT model (Korthagen, 

2001) identifies five phases named after the first letters of the model. The 

five phases are action, looking back on the action, awareness of essential 

aspects, creating alternative methods of action, and trial. These phases are 

still used in many countries as a basis for systematic reflection through which 

teachers can reflect structurally on their own teaching.  

The analysis of transcribed focus group discussions and written 

reflections along with field notes began by dividing data into units of analysis 

which singled out different phases of reflection practiced by the teachers in 

the study. The data were coded thought by thought, one unit of analysis being 

one understandable thought or idea with a distinct meaning. Dividing of all 

data resulted in 620 units of analysis of which 250 were found from reflective 

journals, 230 from focus group discussion transcripts and 140 from field 

notes which were all coded accordingly. The result of auditing 10 percent of 

data by another researcher indicated concurrency of 82% in units of analysis 

and 80% in reflection phases which could be considered acceptable as it was 

a first-time introduction of the coding schema of reflection levels in 

researching prospective language teachers in Iranian context. 

The analysis of data set from reflective journals of prospective teachers 

along with focus group discussions and field notes revealed the percentage of 
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all units which identified the five phases of reflection as described above. 

(Table 2) 

Table 2 
Frequency of Occurrence of Reflection Phases of Reflective Journal, Focus 
Group Discussion Transcript and Field Note Units (N = 620) 

Reflection 
phase 

reflective 
journal 

focus group discussion 
transcript 

field note Total 

Action 37 25 27 30 
Looking back 
on the action 

24 28 25 26 

Awareness of 
essential 
aspects 

14 15 15 14 

Creating 
alternative 
methods                

15 20 23 20 

Trial 10 12 10 10 
Total 100 100 100 100 

 
Actually, the first phase of reflection is the essential phase which all 

teachers need to experience; through this phase teachers come across many 

different events in the educational setting; these events such as being annoyed 

by one student, not knowing the answer of a certain question asked by a 

student, being pressed by time, not being able to teach according to the plan, 

or many similar cases require different actions by the teachers. All teachers 

inevitably pass the first phase when they teach in an educational context and 

more or less come across such unexpected events. As indicated in Table 2, 

the most proportionate unit of analysis belongs to action phase which 

describes the actions done by the language teachers of the study at the time of 

teaching.  

As shown in this Table, in most cases the prospective teachers look back 

on their actions and try to answers questions such as what did I feel? What 

did I want? What did I think? What did I do? As well as questions which 

were related to their students, such as what did my students think? What did 
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they do? and What did they feel? These questions point to the dimensions of 

wanting, feeling, thinking, and doing in the second phase of cyclical 

reflection. Because the dimensions influence both teacher and students, it is 

important for teachers to include all the areas in their reflection practice. Of 

course, the supervisor can help the teacher discover how to address them 

more systematically. Only then can we say that someone is truly learning 

how to reflect (Korthagen, 2001).An important intervention in supervisory 

conferences is empathy, which has to do with an explicit understanding of 

how another person feels, and being able to put a name to what triggered 

those feelings (Carkhuff, 1969; Egan, 2000). Such emphatic intervention of a 

supervisor contributes to lead prospective teachers from the second phase to 

the third one. 

By nature, people reflect on their experiences, but that systematic 

reflection often differs from what teachers are accustomed to doing. If we 

look closely at how teachers generally reflect, often influenced by the 

specific school culture, we see that the pressure of work often encourages a 

focus on obtaining a 'quick fix'—a rapid solution for a practical problem—

rather than shedding light on the underlying issues (Korthagen, 2001). The 

same problem was evident in the reflection practice of the participants in this 

study. That is why there was a great shift from the second phase to the third 

one. The problem is rooted in lack of mentorship in Iran where prospective 

language teachers are equipped with theoretical knowledge after graduation 

but left alone in the unknown world of practice in workplace, therefore they 

may get stuck in theory-practice gap which does not support them in 

integrating what they have learnt on campus with what they need to know in 

real classroom setting. 
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As it was reported in Table 2, the units of thought related to the last 3 

phases of reflection in reflective journals written by the prospective teachers 

were noticeably less than those of focus group discussions and the reason 

may be the similarity of such discussions with those with supervisors where 

prospective language teachers have the opportunity to consult about their 

actions and receive emphatic feedback with regard to awareness of essential 

aspects and creation of alternatives.  Such emphatic support from a mentor 

would help prospective teachers cross the theory-practice gap through 

reflection practice besides learning how to deal with unexpected events in 

classroom setting utilizing pedagogical reflection based strategies. 

5. Conclusion 
There has been a growing concern within the field of teacher education about 

the division between theory and practice, often termed as 'the theory–practice 

gap' (Van de Ven, 2007, p. 11). From the teachers' perspective, failure to 

utilize academic knowledge might result in missed opportunities to improve 

the quality of their practice or the assumption that theory is useless. In this 

regard, teacher educators may play an important role to help prospective 

teachers acknowledge their roles as teachers in bringing about educational 

change, to support them in integrating theory and practice and to help them 

find ways to mediate between curriculum ideas and practices within their 

context through actions and reflections (Lieberman, 2007). 

The study was aimed to find out how prospective languages teachers 

reflect following the core reflection procedure, which levels of teacher 

activity were reached and which phases were involved with guided core 

reflection instruction. The results showed that reflections on all six levels of 

the core reflection model took place, most units being on the level of 

convictions or beliefs, followed by competencies, behavior, environment, 
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identity and mission. Reaching core reflection especially the deeper levels 

could help prospective teachers to better handle critical situations. Besides 

the importance of reaching deeper levels of reflection, it is important to note 

the value of the prospective language teachers' reflection movement between 

different levels from outward to inward as well as the other way round. 

As Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) bring out in case of deep reflection less 

emphasis should be put on the analysis of problematic situations because it 

leads to a decrease in the course of activity and therefore loses contact with 

the deeper levels.  Similarly, in case of the research the focus was on finding 

the new possibilities rather than merely analyzing the problematic situations. 

Such possibilities were discussed by means of the following questions in 

focus group discussions. What is the ideal solution that you as a teacher want 

to bring out? What are the limiting factors preventing the achievement of that 

ideal situation? 

These findings suggest that reflection practice helped to specify on which 

levels are the prospective teachers' problems located and which levels can 

direct the teaching process. This type of reflective interactions in focus group 

discussions is especially important for new and beginning teachers when they 

move into their profession. As research has shown (Dinkelman, Margolis & 

Sikkenga, 2006a, 2006b; Ritter, 2007), there is a strong connection between 

professional identity, self-efficacy and collegiality, and that opportunities for 

collegial interactions which have important roles in developing a professional 

identity as a teacher.  

In addition, results of reflection phase analysis indicated a need for 

mentorship and supervisory intervention of teacher educators for prospective 

language teachers in order to provide them with helpful support in reflection 

practice which can shape their professional identity and merge their 

theoretical knowledge with pedagogical practice.  
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In conclusion, utilizing core reflection model in teacher education for 

prospective language teachers seems to be successful. The reason behind 

such success may be that the model fosters the reflection of beginner teachers 

in all six levels and could help prospective teachers integrate what they have 

learnt on campus with what they need to know on workplace through 

humanistic perspective. This research may highlight the importance of 

practicing theoretical concepts by emphasizing the integration of theoretical 

knowledge and pedagogical practice through core reflection practice which 

focuses on the unique individual qualities that prospective language teachers 

bring to their work. Such practice may recognize teachers as learners, and 

claim that the principles of learning through reflection should be encouraged 

for prospective teachers to be applied to their own professional learning and 

identity. 
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