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Reflection is a Core for 
Teacher Professional Development 

Pirjo Kulju, Emile Finland* 
University of Tampere  

Reflecting on teaching experiences is seen as the cor-
nerstone of a teacher’s professional development.

Why is reflection important in teacher education?
Teaching experience and its reflection are currently seen 
as a significant basis for teachers’ professional develop-
ment (Allas et al., 2020). The core of teacher reflection 
is in analyzing teaching experiences to achieve a deeper 
understanding of teaching and learning (Mäkinen, 2013). 
In other words, reflection gives teachers a means to un-
derstand their school practices and tools to develop their 
teaching. Besides that reflection supports teachers in con-
necting theoretical concepts and practice (e.g., Kulju & 
Mäkinen, 2023), teacher reflection seems to be positively 
related to teachers’ occupational self-efficacy (Runhaar et 
al., 2010), student learning (Babaei et al., 2016), and even 
job satisfaction (Aliakbari et al., 2020). 

Recently, reflection has become more important in find-
ing ways to support teachers to critically assess changes 
in society and renew school pedagogy (Mäkinen, 2013). 
For instance, the wide spread of misinformation on the 
internet is a topical challenge for the teaching of critical 
reading in schools. Teachers are responsible for preparing 
their students with sufficient critical online reading skills 
to help them to analyze, evaluate, and interpret the con-
flicting information they encounter. Thus, in the field of 
teacher education, reflective practices need to constantly 
be developed to support pre- and in-service teachers in 
their professional development.
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What is meant by reflection?
The roots of reflection in learning and teaching 
lie in Dewey’s theory of experience. For De-
vey (1933), reflection is thinking about action 
and its consequences, in which a careful eval-
uation of experiences, beliefs, and meaning 
structures is relevant. However, as the teach-
ers’ work is hectic, there is a risk of superfi-
cial reflection. This means that quick thinking 
about what could be done better in the next 
lesson (action-oriented reflection) may skip 
the deeper understanding of the situation (Ko-
rthagen, 2014; Schön, 1983). Meaning-orient-
ed reflection, on the other hand, contributes to 
the professional development as it focuses on 
underlying processes, such as teachers’ beliefs 
or identity (Korthagen, 2014). Overall, reflec-
tive thinking looks back on the assumptions 
and beliefs, and simultaneously, it looks for-
ward to the implications or consequences of a 
reported action (Toom et al., 2015).

How can reflection be implemented in 
teacher education?
In teacher education, it is essential to facil-
itate the reflection process by developing 
a guided and systematic reflection proce-
dure. Guiding questions facilitate the reflec-
tion by promoting thinking about practi-
cal experiences and triggering the process 

of decomposing the experience, ponder-
ing it, and associating given situations with 
prior knowledge (Allas et al. 2020; Husu et 
al., 2008; Kulju & Mäkinen, 2023). As teach-
er co-learning is found to be important in 
professional development (Avalos, 2011), 
joint discussions and possible co-teaching 
experiences can also facilitate reflections. 

Reflection can also be connected to certain 
subject matters. Then, the focus is on de-
veloping pedagogical content knowledge 
through reflection. For instance, the guiding 
questions may be such as: What you intend 
the students to learn about this idea?; Why it 
is important for the students to know about 
this?; What difficulties and limitations are 
connected with teaching this idea?; What kind 
of teaching procedures will you use to engage 
with this idea?; What are the particular rea-
sons for using these procedures? (Loughran et 
al., 2012). 

Recently, the link between emotions and re-
flection has also been called for as it leads to 
a more holistic reflection that takes into ac-
count the inner life of teachers (Beauchamp, 
2015; Mälkki et al., 2022). This brings anoth-
er layer to teacher reflection as they can gen-
tly explore the emotions aroused by certain 
teaching situations. At their best these types 
of reflective processes lead to a deeper un-
derstanding of one’s teaching practices.

Practical tips for teacher education 

– The core of teacher reflection is in 
analyzing teaching experiences.

– In teacher education, reflection 
can take place before, during, and after 
actual teaching practices.

– Reflection can be facilitated by guid-
ing questions, either written or spoken.

– Joint discussions with other pre- 
and in-service teachers support reflec-
tion.
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