Outline (glossed)

Getting Students to Reflect on Experience:  

Why it is Difficult, Why it is Important, and a Story

--Bob Cunningham

Why it is Difficult  for students to reflect
Closed systems dominate education (thru MPA)


Learning what is already known (or what passes for truth)

Accumulation of discrete information

Doing better (more with less, efficiencies)

Doing it right

encourage same-ness  -- NCLB, Univ classroom

Credentialing  dominates the environment

Technical skills

Individualism

short-answer testing (right-wrong answers) 

Easier for teachers, easier for students, cheaper for organizations, 

For students: 

A familiar system (doing it since Grade 3)

pride from individual mastery 

security in what one knows (rewards hard work, effort, long hours)  

hierarchal, deductive thinking

work and play are different (if it hurts, it must be good for you)

For teachers:


Easiest teaching system


Reduces student anxiety


Improves student rating of teacher


Improves University rating of teacher

Technical skills and credentialing are not bad; they are a partial truth, but…


focus on means, not end

Parts rather than the whole

law of the tool

May be weak motivators

Reflection is not needed for Knowledge accumulation, Technical Skills, and Credentialing 

Why it is Important  for students to reflect
In a changing environment orgs need the following, which encourage reflecting


Lateral, holist thinking 

multiple perspectives, 

many right answers

working across knowledge fields, 

diverse skills and interests, 

welcoming the unknown 

Working in teams,

time input / product output unrelated (redundancy / inefficiency)

risk-taking and high failure rate 

relaxed, supportive workplace

Emphasizing doing the right thing 

work and play are the same (Org needs commitment and passion)

Challenge of the education system: balancing 

technique, accumulating facts and information (hard skills) 

creative thinking, seeing alternative paradigms, no-right-answer problems (soft skills)

Organizations and MPA programs need both hard skills and soft skills

Learning Objectives: Middle and executive perspectives and behaviors (soft skills)

Perspectives/wisdom needed


Unpredictability/instability of the environment


Non-zero sum relationships


Personal anxiety and fear –internal and external

Recognizing the possibilities and limitations


Failing is a learning opportunity

Soft skills needed

Using as well as accumulating information


Appreciative inquiry – emph the positive

Self-generated learning


Group problem-solving with people you don’t know, and maybe don’t care for


Reflective self-assessment

Teacher-student relationship is different


Uncertainty present for both student and me 


Grade policy up-front

desired learning may not be achieved 

Cost from failure for both student and teacher 

I can impose the new system 

student cooperation needed for success

The Story: NFP class Spring Semester, 2009

My purpose: 

prepare creative, effective NFP managers 

My Plan


Have students experience (vicariously) the exec role


Approach:  Experiential learning (S-R-A)


Emphasis: Mistakes are OK

Class time: panels (2 hr), Other (1 hr)


Few readings – Why? Avoid the reading as a crutch

Groups of 3  (18 students, 6 groups)


Project with a start-up NFP  (Why a start-up?  Or turn around, has challenges, operational doesn’t)

Figure out something impt for org that fits your interest



Grading: Group project 30%,  Group reflections 30%, Indiv reflections 25%, Peer assessment and development plan 10%, Attendance 5%


Flexibility-- open dates for catch-up, reflection/redirection, project 

Comments:  

RJP doesn’t work
-- Should always give realistic job preview, but students have no context to draw upon for the class expectations, they think “no readings” means no work, and after the honeymoon period tend to slack off on their work. “Soft” comes to convey “easy,” which is not  the case.

Distinctions among govt, non-profit, and profit organizations  are not understood


 
Murphy’s law: if something can go wrong, it probably will (contingency plans needed)


What happened?



Students were initially excited and interested; honeymoon ended



Project got changed/constrained as the org shifted emphasis



Student negativity toward project, panel




Project involved getting more members, not raising more money from grants

Had to be implemented as well as planned

Project was a less-familiar task 

Didn’t know how to find groups and leaders (got some help from org)

Panel was perceived as repetitive

In reality, interesting stories, the way a manager learns

Theory in the stories

As semester progressed, interest returned (People can only learn what they almost already know)



Reflections were slow to improve




Initially, learned new facts




deep learning of basic principles is slow





Seek body knowledge (“Respert, you think too much.” Exec must learn to respond instantly, effectively, in conversation  )


How did I respond? Paradox: Support and Confront



Surprise, challenge, and failure are reality



Failure is OK; quitting is not OK



Put them in charge



What will you present to the organization? What do they want?



Chucked the grading scheme: show me that you’re engaged and working



Revised and emphasized reflections – and I gave lots of feedback


What was the outcome?



Project presentation to the organization (staff and board members)



Modest success in the project



Students seem to feel they learned, but they aren’t sure yet

Comp exam performance—those who answered the comp question on non-profits did a great job, much better than the answers to other options.

Q:


What was my learning?

Students are ambivalent toward this plan (want creativity, fear the anxiety)

When you teach swimming by throwing people in, you’re in too; the students know it, and this can help them both learn that mistakes are OK, and to be forgiving.



With projects, provide constraints up front when there is information that the students do not understand. There is a risk of cutting off information that you may receive, but if the constraint is absent students may get attached to an unworkable idea, or head in a lower-priority direction 



Using the S-R-A model helps erode an existing paradigm. Reinforce the S-R-A model by requiring Group Sensing and Reflecting essays based on each week’s class. Sensing essays are due 3 days after class; I attach the lot for groups to pick and report the two best, giving reasons.  Each nomination gets a point; I give a point for the two groups with the best reasons.  This repetition reinforces knowledge accumulation by hearing in class, discussing in group and writing the group essay (even if the responsibility is handled by a single member of the group), evaluation of others’ sensing essay, reading the results and reasons; so the primary points are likely learned, and well as motivating high performance without directly penalizing.  Positive reinforcement for good; no negativity.



Reflective essay is more difficult.  Reflecting requires going inside, and this can be painful. I comment on these, without awarding points.  These are irregularly very good. I haven’t discovered a process for getting consistently good group reflections.  Maybe people want to save the best for their individual reflective essays, which happen every 3 weeks.



Eliminating readings takes away their crutch, pushes them to think (Why do we ask them to read—for their benefit, or for ours?)



Paradigm shifts come from failure more easily than from success

Attachments:  

Syllabus

Mid-term reflections:  A few student reflections expressing dissatisfaction with the way the class is going.

My Memo’s to the Class

Group reflections for April 9 and April 23 are the final two group reflections from each of the groups. 

Final Individual Reflections, due on May 5

