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Abstract
Background: Written reflective practice (WRP) is a teaching tool used across
speech–language therapy (SLT) clinical education programmes. The process
aims to support the development of reflective skills required for the workplace
(e.g., problem-solving and self-evaluation).
Aims: This cross-sectional and repeated-measures study design investigated
students’ demonstration of breadth of WRP across the clinical education
programme.
Methods & Procedures: The participants were 77 undergraduate SLT students
in their first, second or final professional year of the clinical programme. Partic-
ipants wrote critical reflections following an interaction with a client/s as part
of their clinical education experiences. Formative feedback was provided after
each written reflection (WR). In total four WRs per participant were coded for
breadth of WRP using a modification of Plack et al.’s coding schema from 2005.
This was completed for each of the four time points across the academic year for
each professional year.
Outcomes & Results: There was a statistically significant association between
time (i.e., professional year of the programme) and likelihood of demonstra-
tion of breadth of reflection for the lower level reflective element of ‘attend’ and
higher level reflective element of ‘re-evaluate’. A positive trend between time and
likelihood of demonstration of breadth of reflection was seen for the lower level
element of ‘reflection-for-action’. Final-professional-year students exhibited sig-
nificant enhancements in the higher level elements (e.g., ‘premise’) compared
with first- and second-professional-year students.
Conclusions & Implications: This group of SLT students exhibited significant
change in breadth of WRP across the degree programme. This finding has posi-
tive implications for facilitatingWRPwith students and using the current coding
framework in clinical programmes.
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What this paper adds
What is already known on this subject
∙ WRP is one form of reflective practice (RP) used in SLT, allied health, medical
and nursing clinical education programmes. Researchers have suggested that
RP skills develop over time for students. Previously, studies examining WRP
have focused on one off assessment of skill or over a timeframe of 6–10 weeks.
Here, we examine SLT students’ WRP skills across the degree programme.

What this paper adds to existing knowledge
∙ SLT students exhibited significant positive change in breadth of WRP across
the degree programme as their clinical experience increased. Our results
provide quantitative information in support of using RP as a learning tool
throughout clinical education programmes for SLT.

What are the potential or actual clinical implications of this work?
∙ This study offers support for educators of SLT students; for example, how
educators can assess WRP, and how educators can foster SLT student skill
development with formative feedback and reflective questioning. This study
also offers support for student SLT, for example, describing how WRP can
be part of their individualized learning approach and provide a purposeful
examination of self and clinical skill development.

INTRODUCTION

Reflective practice (RP) in clinical
education programmes

RP is defined as ‘a generic term for those intellectual and
affective activities in which individuals engage to explore
their experiences in order to lead to new understandings
and appreciations’ (Boud et al., 1985: 19). RP is embed-
ded in critical thinking descriptions (Colucciello, 1997;
Facione, 1997), adult learning principles (Brookfield, 1986),
and Bloom’s taxonomy for higher education (Bloom, 1956;
see also Anderson & Krathwohl et al., 2001). As a result,
RP is regularly employed in university clinical education
programmes for its perceived ability to support student
development into competent and reflective practitioners,
who then proceed to provide person-centered clinical prac-
tice (Bulman & Schutz, 2013; Schön, 1983, 1987). Common
modes of RP orRP activities used in both university clinical
education programmes and workplaces include: writing
(Cook et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2005); verbal discussion
groups (Johnston & Banks, 2000; Schaub-de Jong et al.,
2011; Tillard et al., 2018); one-on-one discussion (Geller,
2002) and video self-analysis (Cruice, 2005).

RP activities have been used in allied health, medical
and nursing clinical education programmes (e.g., (Aron-
son et al., 2012; Chabeli, 2010; Chambers et al., 2011;
Cook et al., 2019; Dunne et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2005).
They have been found to have a positive impact on med-
ical students’ ability to diagnose complex cases (Mamede
et al., 2008) and predict the academic success of phar-
macy students (Tsingos-Lucas et al., 2017). In occupational
therapy RP has been described as a foundation skill
towards developing professional skills (Zimmerman et al.,
2007).
Feedback from students engaged in RP activities as part

of clinical education programmeshas been largely positive,
with students stating they valued RP as a learning tool and
memory aid, that engaging in RP increases self-awareness
skills and developed their professional identities (Karpa
& Chernomas, 2013; Lim & Low, 2008a, 2008b; Ng et al.,
2012; Plack et al., 2008; Roche & Coote, 2008). However,
additional feedback suggests that students find RP time-
consuming and they may externalize RP activities, that is,
focusing on what they thought the educator expected to
read or hear rather than using RP activities as an opportu-
nity for internalized learning (Dunne et al., 2019; Harris,
2005).
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996 WRITTEN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ABILITIES OF SLT

Development of written reflective practice
(WRP) abilities

The current study focused on WRP for speech–language
therapy (SLT) students. WRP is one mode of RP regu-
larly used in clinical education programmes, including
SLT. WRP is written content ‘in which the writer aims
to consider an event, problem or time period from a
reflective standpoint . . . ’ (Walker, 1985). While each clin-
ical programme differs, in general a WRP activity may
be one where educators require students to write about
a clinical experience/s at specific timepoints during their
clinical placements. WRP activities may be guided with
questions, others unguided, and WRP activities can be
assessed, voluntary or a mandatory part of the clinical pro-
gramme (Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012; McAllister &
Lincoln, 2004; Plack et al., 2005; Williams et al., 2000).
WRP is an important consideration for university educa-
tion providers due to its alignment with adult learning
principles as described by Brookfield (1986). It promotes
questioning and critique of approaches and techniques,
as well as self-evaluation and evaluation of the supervisor
(Brookfield, 1986).When comparedwith face-to-face inter-
actions with a supervisor, WRP allows students the time to
consider their evaluation of themselves or an interaction
(Cook et al., 2019; Dunne et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2008). The
written form is also considered a useful aid for students
who struggle to demonstrate and verbalize their reasoning
and evaluation skills (Cook et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2008).
It allows students to develop and demonstrate indepen-
dent problem-solving skills related to clinical experiences,
without putting the student or client safety at risk. Further-
more, completing written reflections (WRs) was found to
promote emotional and cognitive learning, which resulted
in a new understanding of interdisciplinary team practices
for allied health students (Domac et al., 2015). Finally, it
has been suggested that when educators provide formative
feedback in a timely manner on WRP activities, this may
have a positive impact on the demonstration of WRP abil-
ities by students (Aronson et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2019;
Dunne et al., 2019).
When examining how to measure WRP in clinical pro-

grammes, several studies and theorists have used the
categories of breadth and depth of reflection (Cook et al.,
2019; Hill et al., 2012; Mezirow, 1991; Plack et al., 2005;
Schön, 1983, 1987). Depth of reflection is described as an
overall level of RP skill (Plack et al., 2005; Hill et al.,
2012). Breadth of reflection, the focus of the current study,
refers to nine different reflective processes or elements
undertaken by the learner (Mezirow, 1991; Plack et al.,
2005). Theorists have reported that some elements within
breadth of reflection take longer to develop than others.

Such aspects are described as higher levels of reflec-
tion such as ‘reflection-in-action’ (reflecting and making
changes in themoment), ‘content’ (consider another’s per-
spective), ‘re-evaluate’ (making comparisons with theory
or clinical experiences) or ‘premise’ (acknowledging and
working through the impact of one’s assumptions/bias and
beliefs). Comparatively breadth elements such as ‘return’
(describing the event/session), ‘attend’ (describing one’s
own emotions during the event/session), ‘reflection-on-
action’ (describing the event and then discussing one’s
learning from this event), ‘reflection-for-action’ (describ-
ing the event and then discussing a plan for the future or
next step) and ‘process’ (the inclusion of strategies used or
available) are categorized as lower level reflective elements
and are reported to develop sooner (Duke & Appleton,
2000; Mezirow, 1991; Schön, 1983, 1987; Wong et al., 1995)
(see Appendix A for a full explanation of RP breadth terms,
categorization, level of RP and examples).
A number of studies have examined the development

of WRP abilities across time for university student learn-
ers engaged in clinical programmeswith positive outcomes
reported (Aronson et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2019; Duke &
Appleton, 2000; Dunne et al., 2019; Tsang, 2012). Most
studies document significant development of student writ-
ten reflective abilities (Aronson et al., 2012; Cook et al.,
2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000; Dunne et al., 2019; Tsang,
2012). Across these studies, it has been found that stu-
dents benefit from being taught concepts inherent to RP,
and learning a framework for WRP before engaging in the
process. The studies included varied assessment methods,
and either a content analysis approach (Aronson et al.,
2012; Cook et al., 2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000), a the-
matic analysis approach (Tsang, 2012) or mixed-methods
approach (Dunne et al., 2019). The time points investi-
gated provide only a snapshot of student RP abilities, with
examination over 6 weeks to a maximum of 12 months
(Aronson et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2019; Dunne et al.,
2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000; Tsang, 2012). Limitations of
the above studies, which provide support for the current
study, include inconsistent provision of formative feedback
between submissions of WR, inconsistent numbers of WR
examined or number ofWR examined per participant, and
no examination of WRP breadth from start to finish of the
clinical programme, including SLT students.

SLT student WRP abilities

Specific to SLT students, studies using instruments for
evaluating WRP have demonstrated that students also
improve in their abilities to demonstrate their WRP skills
across short periods of time (Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al.,
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COOK et al. 997

2012). However, it is unclear whether when examining
the elements for breadth of WRP, students follow sim-
ilar patterns of development across the course of the
SLT clinical programme. For example, in Cook et al.
(2019), the SLT students who demonstrated ‘process’ (an
ability to describe their process or the strategies used)
were more likely to demonstrate a higher level RP ability
described as ‘premise’ (the ability to identify and explore
own assumptions, values, beliefs and biases) in the 6-
week period (Cook et al., 2019) compared with students
who did not demonstrate ‘process’. In comparison, Dunne
et al.’s (2019) mixed methods case study design followed
six SLT students across a 10-week period as they com-
pleted two clinical placements. Findingswith SLT students
suggested three different WRP development trajectories:
‘steady growth’, ‘no clear change’ and ‘gradual decline’.
Dunne et al.’s results suggested that students who inter-
nalized RP as a learning strategy maintained or developed
RP abilities compared with those who externalized RP as
a requirement of the clinical programme (Dunne et al.,
2019).
We suggest that with improved understanding of the

patterns of development educators can aim to better SLT
support student learning (Boles, 2018; Middlemas et al.,
2001). Furthermore, educators could provide quantitative
evidence to SLT students in support of using RP activi-
ties across SLT programmes. Specific to WRP activities,
this could include providing a suggested number of WRP
activities, tailored education and guidelines for provision
of formative and summative feedback on WRP activities
by educators. Furthermore, the identification of patterns
of development or combinations of breadth elements for
WRP at specific timepoints could support a transfer of
learning forWRP abilities as clinical competency increases
over time. The term ‘transfer of learning’ within the educa-
tion literature is described as the hypothesis that learning
in one area, context or time point will generalize to
another, and RP is thought to aid the transfer of learn-
ing (Bransford & Schwarts, 1999). In the realm of SLT, this
was shown as an increase in clinical competency as clin-
ical experience increased for SLT students, regardless of
placement type or context (Sheepway et al., 2014).
Unlike the above studies that describe student growth in

RP abilities, Williams et al. (2000) found no improvement
in physical therapy students’ development ofWRP abilities
over an 8-week period. The possible reasons given for this
were a lack of education to students about RP processes,
disagreement between raters and no formative feedback
provided by educators.
In summary, significant development of WRP has been

documented for specific timepoints within clinical educa-
tion programmes (Aronson et al., 2012; Cook et al., 2019;
Duke & Appleton, 2000; Dunne et al., 2019; Tsang, 2012).

What remains unclear is whether student development
of WRP skill exists both within and across the course of
a degree programme for SLT. Examining the demonstra-
tion of breadth of WRP across the degree may result in
the identification of patterns of breadth of RP that allow
tailored support for students. This may also shed light
on the amount of WRP activities required to develop stu-
dent learners into the ‘reflective practitioner’ required for
competent workplace practice (Schön, 1983, 1987). Finally,
examination of WRP over time may provide quantitative
evidence of a positive growth relationship between RP,
development of clinical skills and clinical competence.
Given this, the present study examined the impact of time
on the proportion and characteristics of breadth of WRP
skills for SLT students across year groups (first, second and
final). Second, it examined the impact of time on SLT stu-
dent breadth of WRP skills within each year group (first,
second and final) of the SLT clinical programme.

METHOD

This study received ethical approval from the Educational
Research Human Ethics Committee of the University
of Canterbury, New Zealand. All participants provided
written consent to participate.

Context of the study

This cross-sectional and repeated-measures design study
was conducted as part of the clinical programme for SLT
students at the University of Canterbury, New Zealand.
The students included in this study were all completing a
4-year undergraduate honours degree in SLT, similar to the
educational approach also undertaken in the UK and Aus-
tralia. In the New Zealand version of this model, the first
year of study is a generic year that does not include clinical
education, and years 2–4 students are professionally ori-
entated (renamed first, second and final professional year)
and include considerable clinical placement experiences.
Students are eligible to practice as an SLT at the conclusion
of the final professional year.
As part of the regular clinical education programme,

across each semester students were introduced to RP fol-
lowing an intentional approach of using dialogic teaching,
class discussions, metacognitive discussions, informal dis-
cussions with clinical educators (individual or group) WR
(informal and assessed) and verbal RP groups (discussion
groups with student peers and a clinical educator facili-
tating professional topics (see Tillard et al., 2018, for the
structure of verbal RP groups for SLT students). Appendix
B describes the RP clinical education programme followed
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998 WRITTEN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ABILITIES OF SLT

TABLE 1 Biographical details of student participants by professional year

Professional year Number of students Males/females Average age/SD (years) Prior clinical experiencea

First 26 1/25 20.5 (2.24) None
Second 29 1/28 21.2 (0.81) 2 semesters
Final 22 0/22 23.0 (6.34) 4 semesters

aNote: One semester is 12 weeks.

by the SLT clinical education programme. Submitting reg-
ular weekly WR was standard practice for all clinical
courses andwas embedded into clinical education learning
outcomes.
The goal of this study was to estimate the propor-

tion and describe the characteristics of SLT student WRP
skills at the same time points for each cohort of stu-
dents (at the start and end of each clinical course)
in the professional degree. This allowed for the exam-
ination of WRP skill across the degree programme as
well as examination of WRP skill within each profes-
sional year. For each professional year (e.g., first, second
and final), students in the respective professional year
groups completed two semesters of academic study, which
included 12 weeks per semester of clinical experiences in a
range of clinical environments and populations including
preschool, school-aged children and adults. At two points
in the clinical programme, students completed two clin-
ical placements described as ‘block placements’. A block
placement is a full-time placement (i.e., 40 h per week)
with no academic class requirements (McAllister et al.,
2013).

Participants

The study included 77 undergraduate students enrolled in
clinical courses as part of the SLT honours programme.
Table 1 describes participant who agreed to participate
in the study by professional year of study. The average
age of the participants was 21.5 years (SD = 3.95) with 75
females and twomales participating in the study. The study
excluded any studentswhowithdrew froma clinical course
during the semester, or who declined to participate in the
study (six students).

Instrument

Plack et al.’s (2005) framework for coding WRP was used
because of its validity and reliability, measurement of both
breadth and depth of reflection and for its previous use
with both SLT and physical therapy (PT) students (Cook
et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012; Plack et al., 2005). There were
two primary components for the coding framework: (1)

breadth of reflection and (2) depth of reflection. For this
study, only data for (1) breadth of reflection were exam-
ined. Depth of reflection was examined in a separate study.
Breadth of reflection refers to the different processes of
reflection undertaken by the learner (Mezirow, 1991; Plack
et al., 2005). As per Cook et al. (2019) minor adaptations
to Plack et al.’s framework were undertaken—including
redefining the element ‘content’, inclusion of keywords
to signal and highlight different elements, the addition
of common elements that co-occur in WRP, inclusion of
examples that related to SLT topics and examples of what
was not a specific breadth element. Breadth elements were
organized from low-level RP elements to higher level RP
elements or elements that contribute to critical reflec-
tions. Acceptable intra rater and inter rater reliability was
gained following themodifications (Cook et al., 2019, based
on Boud et al., 1985; Mezirow, 1991; Plack et al., 2005;
Schön, 1987). See Appendix A for the rater training proto-
col discussing breadth elements with examples. See Cook
et al. (2019) for the full version with breadth and depth of
reflection included.

Procedure

Participants were required to write and submit ‘critical
reflections’ as part of their regular clinical course require-
ments. OneWR per week was required following a clinical
session. Students were required to submit eachWRwithin
24 h of the clinical session or experience they were reflect-
ing on. For this study only two WR from each clinical
course were analysed per participant. The WR selected for
analysis were taken from the start and end of each clinical
course for each semester, totalling a maximum of four WR
for each student across the professional year (reported as
T1, T2 (start and end of semester 1), T3 and T4 (start and
end of semester 2).
Guiding questions were provided to assist reflecting and

are part of standard practice by the clinical education team.
As per Cook et al. (2019), guiding questions were reviewed
and modified by the researchers to ensure all areas of
the modified Plack et al. (2005) coding system could be
addressed by students (see Appendices B and C for a list
of sample questions provided to students and timing of
questions).
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COOK et al. 999

This study examined usual practice. Therefore, students
in the same professional year group were asked to respond
to the same questions. However, some students chose not
to respond to all questions. Furthermore, some WR ques-
tions posed to students varied between professional year
groups. No guidelines were given to students pertaining to
WR length. As is usual practice, each of the clinical edu-
cators (CE) supervising the participants reviewed and gave
regular feedback on theWR submitted. As per Cook et al.’s
(2019) procedure, all CE were encouraged to provide at
least two pieces of written formative feedback relating to
the process of reflection (breadth) undertaken. CE were
familiar with the coding framework and could use the cod-
ing framework to construct the feedback if they desired
(e.g., Element included:Process, element chosen for forma-
tive feedback: Reevaluate. Feedback to student: ‘Good job,
you have described the strategies you utilized during the
session. Next time consider building on this by reflecting
on how and why you have changed the types of strategies
you use for this client compared to your other client’). CE
were encouraged to provide formative feedback to students
in a timely manner, so that the student could consider the
feedback provided, before their next WR was submitted.
The specific type and timing of formative feedback was
not controlled for or measured as part of this usual prac-
tice study. At the end of each semester, the CE supervising
the students removed any identifying information from the
four WR at the required timepoints (T1–T4) for each par-
ticipant, and placed the WR in a shared locked computer
folder for analysis by the research team.

Data analysis

WRswere coded by a research assistant,who completed 7 h
of training with one of the researchers before commencing
coding. A second research assistant, who underwent the
same training, completed coding for interrater reliability.
Training consisted of a reviewofCook et al.’s (2019)modifi-
cations to Plack et al.’s (2005) code descriptions and sample
questions (see Appendices A and C) as well as practice
in joint coding to establish intra- and interrater reliabil-
ity. Where disagreements in coding arose during training,
discussion continued and breadth elements and examples
were redefined until consensus was reached (as per Cook
et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012).
A total of 273 of a possible 308WRwere submitted (from

77 participants, across the three year groups, at four time
points—T1–T4). Table 2 indicates the number of partici-
pants by year group who submitted a WR for each time
point. Coding of the words, sentences and paragraphs was
carried out within each participant’s responses to the guid-
ing questions in each of their WR. A binary coding system

TABLE 2 Number of participants who submitted a written
reflection (WR) for each time point across the academic year (% of
WRs compared with the expected number)

Professional
year T1 T2 T3 T4
First 26 (100%) 24 (92%) 19 (73%) 18 (69%)
Second 29 (100%) 28 (96%) 27 (93%) 24 (82%)
Final 22 (100%) 20 (91%) 15 (68%) 13 (59%)
Totals 77 (100%) 72 (94%) 66 (79%) 55 (71%)

was implemented when reviewing the WR (similar to that
of Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012) whereby 1 was used
to indicate presence of an element anywhere in the WR
and 0 was used to indicate an element was not present in
the WR. As there are nine breadth of reflection elements
in the instrument, the highest tally a student could receive
for a WR was nine for each submission. As per past stud-
ies, the research assistants and the researcher agreed that
any one sentence or paragraph could contain more than
one element (Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012). Descriptive
statistics were used to report the average scores partici-
pants in each year group exhibiting a specific element of
breadth of reflection for each of the four time periods.

Statistical analysis

Mixed effects models were used to analyse the effects of
time (both cross-sectional, i.e., professional year group,
and repeated-measures data, i.e., timepoints T1–T4) and
element (e.g., ‘content’ or ‘process’) on the dependent
variable, breadth of WRP (Bates et al., 2015). Dependent
variables were coded as 1= x and 0= y. The repeated mea-
surement structure was represented by random effects for
the intercept and slope on the participant level, estimating
the dependency structure between random effects for each
of the elements, assuming a multivariate normal distri-
bution with an unstructured variance–covariance matrix.
Analysis was carried out in the statistical software environ-
ment R (R Core Team, 2015), using the add-on packages
lme4 (Bates et al., 2015) and ordinal (Christensen, 2015).
The analysis for each element beganwith a full model con-
sisting of the full effects of professional year group and
time point for each breadth element. We created a ran-
domeffects structure adding participants as randomeffects
(with individual slopes for time point). Model evaluation
proceeded in a backward-stepwise iterative fashion seek-
ing to reduce the full model to a reducedmodel containing
only significant effects (with alpha set at 0.05). Model fit-
ting for each element was independently supported by
fitness comparisons.
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Reliability

Analysis of inter- and intra-rater agreement for breadth
of reflection at the paragraph level was completed for
20% of WR using per cent agreement (number of times
the raters agree divided by the total number of observa-
tions multiplied by 100) (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and
kappa statistics (difference between observed and hypo-
thetical probability of chance agreement) (Landis & Koch,
1977). Strength of agreement was determined using cri-
teria by Landis and Koch (1977) (kappa < 0 suggest
poor agreement, 0.01–0.20 slight agreement, 0.21–0.40
fair agreement, 0.41–0.60 moderate agreement, 0.61–0.80
substantial agreement and 0.81–1.00 almost perfect agree-
ment). Interrater reliability of mean percentage agreement
presence of breadth of elements ranged from 75% to 99%
with a mean of 91% kappa values ranged from −0.03
to 1 with a mean of 0.44. Strong interrater reliabil-
ity was demonstrated for ‘attend’ and ‘return’ elements.
Moderate interrater reliability was demonstrated for ‘pro-
cess’ (89%), ‘premise’ (98%) and ‘reflection-for-action’
(95%) elements. Fair agreement was demonstrated for
‘reflection-on-action’ (90%) and ‘re-evaluate’ (95%). Poor
to slight agreement was demonstrated for ‘reflection-in-
action’ (97%), ‘content’ (99%) and ‘re-evaluate’ (95%). The
variation in kappa values despite high per cent agree-
ment is a result of kappa underestimating agreement for
elements ‘reflection-in-action’, ‘content’ and ‘re-evaluate’.
These elements only occur in a small number of instances
(Viera &Garrett, 2005). Intra-rater reliability for breadth of
elements yielded a mean per cent agreement of 98% with
a range of 97–100% (kappa values ranged from 0.65 to 1
with amean of 0.88) indicating strong reliability across the
elements.

RESULTS

A total of 46 participants (60% of possible participants who
consented to participate in the study) submitted a WR
at each of the four time points (T1–T4). Table 2 provides
details of participants, organized by professional year and
time point, and it indicates participant WR submissions.
All professional year groups demonstrated participant
attrition over time.

Effect of time on breadth of WRP across
year groups

Figure 1 demonstrates the distribution of participants in
each year group exhibiting a specific element of breadth
of reflection averaged over the four time periods. Partic-

ipants consistently demonstrated use of the lower level
breadth element ‘return’, with ‘reflection-on-action’ and
‘attend’ also demonstrated by the majority of partici-
pants. The elements described as higher level RP elements
‘reflection-in-action’, ‘premise’, ‘content’ and ‘re-evaluate’
were demonstrated by a smaller number of participants.
However, the higher level RP elements show an upward
trend across the three professional-year groups indicating
that, as clinical experience increased, more participants
demonstrated these elements.
To examine the data statistically, separate generalized

linear mixed effect models (glmer) were run, with each of
the elements as a binomial dependent variable (Bates et al.,
2015). The fixed effects were professional year group (first,
second and final) and time point within those professional
year groups (T1–T4). The outputs of the final statistical
models for each element are shown in Table 3. Models
could not be fitted for ‘content’ and ‘reflection-in-action’
due to limited data samples and for ‘return’ due to ceil-
ing effects. To compare second-professional-year students
against final-professional-year students we releveled each
model for each element with second-professional-year
students mapped to the intercept (Table 3).
The finalmodels revealed that for the element of ‘attend’

there was a significant positive effect of time across all pro-
fessional year groups (final-professional-year students β =
1.45 (0.71), z = 2.04, p < 0.05), second-professional-year
students (β = 3.09 (0.82), z = 3.75, p < 0.001), first-
professional-year students β = −3.09 (0.82), z = −3.75, p <
0.001). There was a significant positive effect of time and
‘re-evaluate’ for second-professional-year students only (β
= 1.02 (0.53), z = 1.92, p < 0.05). Positive trends over
time was identified for second-professional-year students
for the elements of ‘reflection-on-action’ (β = 1.13 (0.60),
z = 1.90, p = 0.06) and final-professional-year students
for the element ‘reflection-for-action’ (β = 0.81 (0.46), z =
1.75, p = 0.08). A significant negative effect of time was
also identified for the element of ‘re-evaluate’ for final-
professional-year students only (β = 0.72 (0.27), z = 2.67,
p< 0.05). Combined, the models for ‘attend’, ‘premise’, ‘re-
evaluate’ and ‘reflection-for-action’ support a trend for an
increase in the proportion of RP elements across the degree
programme, with all students demonstrating the element
of ‘return’ and a small data sample limiting interpretation
of elements ‘content’ and ‘reflection-in-action’.

Effect of time on breadth of WRP within
professional year groups

Figures 2–4 demonstrate the proportion of participants
in each professional year group exhibiting a specific ele-
ment of breadth of reflection at each of the four time
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COOK et al. 1003

F IGURE 1 Proportion of participants in each year group exhibiting a specific element of breadth of reflection averaged across T1–T4

periods (T1–T4). Within professional year groups the
majority of trend lines are moving in a similar positive
direction over time. For final-professional-year students,
the final time point visually indicates an effect of time for
higher level elements (Figure 4). Time point two for first-
and second-professional-year students visually indicates
an effect of time for the element ‘re-evaluate’ (Figures 2
and 3). Negative trends for ‘reflection-for-action’, and
‘process’ elements and variable proportion of ‘reflection-
on-action’ are seen for final-professional-year students
(Figure 4). The negative trend ‘reflection-in-action’ in the
final professional year was unexpected.
To evaluate the effect of time on the demonstration of

the various elements within each professional year group
weused the separate glmermodels and backwards stepwise
process described above for each element (Table 3). A pos-
itive interaction effect exists between final-professional-
year students and time for the elements ‘attend’ (β = 1.47
(0.56), z = 2.65, p < 0.01), ‘re-evaluate’ (β = 1.73 (0.39), z =
4.49, p < 0.001) and ‘premise’ (β= 0.92 (0.46), z= 1.99, p <
0.05). A positive interaction effect exists between second-
professional-year students and time for the elements of
‘attend’ (β= 1.47 (0.56), z= 2.65, p< 0.001), and ‘reflection-
on-action’ (p < 0.05). Finally, to examine the effect of time

within the first-professional year we releveled each model
for each element with second-professional-year students
mapped to the intercept. This analysis revealed a signif-
icant positive effect of time within first-professional-year
students for the elements of ‘reflection-on-action’ (β= 0.67
(0.32), z = 2.08, p < 0.05) and ‘attend’ (β = 1.41 (0.42), z =
3.38, p < 0.001).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the study was to examine the effect of time
on breadth of WRP across the SLT clinical programme and
within professional year groups. The results indicated that,
in general, as clinical experience increased so did demon-
stration of SLT student WRP abilities, specifically for
the elements ‘attend’, ‘reflection-for-action’, ‘re-evaluate’
and ‘premise’. Within SLT professional year groups, final-
professional-year students improved the most in their
ability to demonstrate higher level RP elements, second-
professional-year students were the most variable group
in their WRP abilities and first-professional-year students
improved themost in their demonstration ofWRP abilities
for low-level RP elements of ‘attend’ and ‘reflection-on-

 14606984, 2023, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1460-6984.12815 by U

niversity of T
urku, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [29/10/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



1004 WRITTEN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ABILITIES OF SLT

F IGURE 2 Proportion of first-professional-year participants who demonstrated an element of breadth of reflection at that particular
time point (T1–T4). See Appendix A for a definition of each breadth element

action’. The findings are discussed with implications for
clinical education, limitations and future research.

Breadth of WRP as clinical experience
increases

Consistent with previous studies, SLT students demon-
strated a trend towards increasing the presence of specific
elements ofWRPover time as clinical experience increased
(Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012; Plack et al., 2005). The
elements of ‘attend’ (acknowledges and begins to work
with feelings) and ‘reflection-for-action’ (occurs before
being facedwith the situation; begins to plan for the future)
were present significantly more often across the degree
programme as clinical experience increased, with a pos-
itive trend across the degree programme for the element
of ‘re-evaluate’ (reappraises the situation vis-à-vis past
experiences). One reason for the similar findings across
a longer time period, as compared with previous studies,
could be related to the provision and timing of formative
feedback (Cook et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2005; Williams
et al., 2000). For example, Cook et al. (2019) found sim-

ilar results in a 6-week period. In that study, the timing
and characteristics of feedback were controlled for, pos-
sibly positively influencing the emergence of higher level
reflective skills within the 6-week study. For the current
study, as part of following usual practice, this practice was
encouraged but not evaluated. It is unknown whether the
provision of feedback provided in a systematic fashion
(in terms of timing and type), as implemented in Cook
et al. (2019), would have resulted in the demonstration of
higher level reflective elements more often. The role of for-
mative feedback in fostering WRP skills warrants further
investigation.
Students in the first-professional year of their degree

programme exhibited a high proportion of low-level RP
elements (‘return’, ‘attend’ and ‘reflection-on-action’) as
clinical experience increased. As a group, these students
appeared to have a strong focus on reflecting on feelings,
emotions, and describing events—possibly due to being
exposed to a number of new clinical experiences. This find-
ingwas expected given similar findings for a previous study
by Hill et al. (2012) for first-professional year SLT students.
The results are also in line with Cook et al. (2019)’s sug-
gestion that the guiding questions may prime students to
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COOK et al. 1005

F IGURE 3 Proportion of second-professional-year participants who demonstrated an element of breadth of reflection at that particular
time point (T1–T4). See Appendix A for a definition of each breadth element

demonstrate the low-level RP elements. For students in
the second and final professional years, these RP elements
(‘return’, ‘attend’ and ‘reflection-on-action’) are demon-
strated in similar proportions of students in both year
groups. Additionally, emotional reactions even perhaps
appear of less importance to students as they attempt to
explore higher level reflective elements (Cook et al., 2019).
It seems likely that these results relate to enhanced con-
fidence facilitated by an increase in academic knowledge
and clinical experiences.
Regardless of clinical experience level, the presence of

the majority of higher level RP elements, for example,
‘content’, ‘premise’ ‘reflection-in-action’ was low. While
it was anticipated that final-professional-year students
might demonstrate greater presence of these elements
over time, the small number of final-professional-year
SLT students identified as demonstrating these elements
was unexpected. However, on further examination, this
finding is similar to past studies for SLT, nursing and
physical therapy students regardless of year of clinical
experience (Cook, et al., 2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000;
Hill et al., 2012; Plack et al., 2008). For example, only

5.9% of final year physical therapy student WRP contained
reflection-in-action, and only one of 45 first-professional
year SLT student writing samples contained ‘premise’
or ‘reflection-in-action’ (Hill et al., 2012). Therefore, we
suggest that this finding can be attributed to two possi-
ble considerations: that the asynchronous mode of WRP
may limit demonstration of some RP elements as stu-
dents are looking back on the experience. It may be that
WRP lends itself to better demonstrating specific breadth
elements compared with the higher level breadth ele-
ments. Second, that students with the most autonomy
in clinical placements (final-professional-year students),
are more intrinsically motivated to showcase their rea-
soning, learning and problem-solving in written form,
knowing that their CE or supervisor has not already
observed their practice in the moment. Therefore, edu-
cators could encourage final-professional-year students to
use WRP as an opportunity to discuss their reasoning
for decision making, and problem-solving in-the-moment
in detail, with comparisons with previous clinical expe-
riences (Cook et al., 2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000; Plack
et al., 2005).
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1006 WRITTEN REFLECTIVE PRACTICE ABILITIES OF SLT

F IGURE 4 Proportion of final-professional-year participants who demonstrated an element of breadth of reflection at that particular
time point (T1–T4). See Appendix A for a definition of each breadth element

Breadth of WRP within each professional
year group

The current study highlighted both a positive transfer
of learning and variability for demonstration of specific
elements within professional year groups for specific
elements of WRP. First-professional-year students demon-
strated more low-level RP elements over the course of the
first-professional year in comparison to other year groups.
The continued presence of many lower level RP elements
(excluding ‘process’) both within the first-professional
year and between the first- to second-professional year
suggests that a transfer of learning may exist for demon-
strating low-level RP elements. The consistency of using
low-level RP elements from the first-professional year
to the second supports the notion that WRP practice is
effective as a learning tool for students, particularly for
first identifying the low-level RP elements the student is
readily able to demonstrate, and then providing individu-
alized education and feedback with the aim of developing
the student’s higher level RP elements (Cook et al.,
2019).

Second-professional year (or mid-level) students, as
a group, demonstrated the most variability across time
points and elements for WRP. While unexpected, the
variability may in fact be related to student patterns of
development in clinical education. Dunne et al.’s (2019),
study described three trajectories of development for WRP
and noted that variability characterized SLT learners’ RP at
similar stages of the professional programme to students
in the current study. Furthermore, clinical competency
data from Competency Assessment in Speech Pathology,
COMPASS R©, (a valid and reliable standard outcome mea-
sure for clinical competency of SLT students that is used
throughout SLT clinical programmes in Australia, New
Zealand and Hong Kong) for second-professional-year
students, also suggests such variability is an acceptable
pattern for this group of SLT learners (McAllister et al.,
2013). In the current study, some second-professional-year
students are trending towards exploring higher level reflec-
tive elements such as examining theories, bias, values and
other perspectives (‘re-evaluate’, ‘content’ and ‘premise’).
Although, within this group of students, demonstration of
such WRP skills were inconsistent over time. This further
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COOK et al. 1007

reinforces the developing nature of higher level RP skills,
and suggests this process could be similar to learning a new
skill, where time can play a role in new skill acquisition
(Duke & Appleton, 2000).
As a group, final-professional-year students demon-

strated a higher proportion of higher level RP ele-
ments (‘revaluates’, ‘content’, ‘premise’, ‘reflection-in-
action’) compared with first- and second-professional-year
students. This finding further reinforces that some aspects
of RP require time and repeated exposure (Cook et al.,
2019; Duke & Appleton, 2000; Mezirow, 1991; Wong et al.,
1995). Of significance was the increase in proportion of
final-professional-year students demonstrating the ele-
ments ‘re-evaluate’ (reappraises the situation vis-à-vis past
experiences) and ‘premise’ (recognizes and explores own
assumptions, values, beliefs and biases) by T4 of the final
professional year. This finding may illustrate the students
moving towards the description of ‘reflective practitioner’
required in the workplace, which supports workplace
readiness as students make comparisons between past
experiences, clients and evidence-based practice (Chabeli,
2010; Dowling, 2001; Hill et al., 2012; Plack et al., 2005;
Reynolds, 1997; Russell, 2005; Schön, 1983, 1987; Williams
et al., 2000).
Of interest to note is the specific time point where sec-

ond and final-professional-year students demonstrated a
high proportion the element of ‘re-evaluates’ (reappraises
the situation vis-à-vis past experiences). Both occurred
during ‘block placements’ (‘block placements’ are typi-
cally described as full day clinical placements across a
consecutive number of weeks). Several reasons should be
considered for this finding. Firstly, it may be that the
full-time clinical experience promoted higher levels of
comparisons between clinical experiences and academic
theory (‘re-evaluates’). For example, on a full-time block
placement one would typically expect that students spend
more time in clinical practice and work alongside more
clients compared with a part-time placement. As a result,
this may contribute to an increased understanding of
clinical issues, as well as the cumulative effect of more
clients and experiences, from which to make comparisons
between, in a shorter period of time. Second, perhaps the
block placement better promotes internalization of reflec-
tion as a learning strategy. Finally, the greater autonomy
given to the SLT students in their final weeks of the place-
ment possibly had a positive impact on the demonstration
of critical RP skills (Duke & Appleton, 2000; Dunne et al.,
2019). This, however, warrants further investigation.
The finding of the current study of the complete absence

of the ‘reflection-for-action’ element for final-professional-
year participants, and significant reduction in proportion
of students demonstrating the same element at T4 for first-

and second-professional-year students was unexpected.
No previous studies have reported this finding for the
‘refection-for-action’ element. Instead, this lower level RP
element has previously been present for a high propor-
tion of student WR (Cook et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2012;
Plack et al., 2005). One suggestion is that this finding
could be relative to all participants finishing their respec-
tive clinical placements. One might expect students on
their final placements for the year, to continue to identify
future learning opportunities, and thus support life-long
learning practices. Rather, we suggest, that students may
instead be signaling closure on the clinical experience, and
evaluating their overall learning for the clinical placement
via demonstration of the element ‘reflection-on-action’. A
final interpretation of this finding could suggest that stu-
dents might RP as a requirement for the course, rather
than a life-long learning strategy (Duke & Appleton, 2000;
Dunne et al., 2019; Greenwood, 1998).

Implications for clinical education

The findings of this study have positive implications for
both assessment and development of students’ WRP skills
including the provision of tailored support, formative feed-
back for students and promoting RP as a self-directed
learning experience. This study has demonstrated that in
general students do demonstrate an increase in proportion
and type of breadth of WRP abilities over time across the
clinical programme. This indicates a transfer of learning
may exist for demonstration of WRP skills by SLT stu-
dents. However, the variation across RP elements and time
points for each professional year group suggests that clin-
ical educators and field supervisors should first assess RP
abilities, using the coding schema or its concepts, and then
aim to foster development of RP abilities on an individ-
ual scale (Dunne et al., 2019; Plack et al., 2005). This also
mirrors the individualized way that SLT work alongside
clients in the field. For example, educators could use the
student’s first WR as a baseline for reflective ability and
then plan to support, engage, and scaffold development of
student RP abilities via use of formative feedback on the
reflective processes used beginning with the low-level RP
elements. Further examples of tailoring RP opportunities
to the individual can be achieved by a focus on forma-
tive feedback, reflective questioning, and even directing
students to a theme to focus on for the WR (e.g., compari-
son between familiar and unfamiliar clinical experience)
in order to further develop and then evaluate RP abil-
ities. When considering formative feedback, given the
high proportion of low-level reflective elements (‘return’,
‘attend’ and ‘reflection-on-action’) exhibited by students,
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particularly across the first-professional year, educators
can feel confident in moving away from formative feed-
back and reflective questioning focused heavily on exam-
ining student emotions, feelings, and description of events
for repeated clinical experiences, and direct reflective ques-
tioning toward higher level reflective elements such as
‘re-evaluate’ and ‘content’. Finally, this study reinforces
that, WRP continues to provide students with another
learning space promoting individualized and self-directed
learning as well as time to deliberate after a session to
supplement face to face discussions with educators (Cook
et al., 2019; Dunne et al., 2019; Plack et al, 2008). WRP
appears to provide a purposeful opportunity for exam-
ination of one’s clinical and professional performance,
growth and feelings, which may not arise in face-to-face
exchanges.

Limitations and future directions

The current study has some limitations but provides sug-
gestions for useful future research directions. The current
study resulted in similar interrater reliability outcomes
to past studies, specifically for the higher level elements
of RP (‘reflection-in-action’, ‘content’, ‘premise’ and ‘re-
evaluates’), despite a robust training package for the SLT
coding the transcripts (Cook et al., 2019; Plack et al.,
2005). This reinforces past suggestions that perfect inter-
rater agreement is not achievable due to the individualized
nature of WR, and the kappa equation underestimating
reliability where few instances of a specific breadth ele-
ment occur (Cook et al., 2019; Garrity et al., 2019; Plack
et al., 2005; Viera &Garrett, 2005). As also suggested by the
authors and others, the small number of students demon-
strating higher level RP elements in writing may be due
to the asynchronous nature of WRP (i.e., not occurring
at the same time as the experience) or level of auton-
omy on clinical placement (Cook et al., 2019; Duke &
Appleton, 2000; Plack et al., 2008). The nature of WRP
activities, whereby students are looking back on the expe-
rience, combined with the guiding questions used for this
study, yields important future research and clinical super-
vision considerations. Such as, exploring whether we are
asking the right questions to promote and evaluate higher
level RP thinking? In particular, are educators asking the
right questions for the RP abilities of final-year students
who are about to enter the workforce? Useful future direc-
tions to support enhanced engagement for SLT students
may include, the role of formative feedback in developing
WRP skills, the optimum amount of WRP activities and
guiding question type for optimizing WRP and how WRP
and RP activities transfer to SLT workplaces.

CONCLUSIONS

This study indicated a positive impact of time on the
demonstration specific WRP skills for SLT students. Sec-
ondly, the study identified a positive trend for demonstrat-
ing a higher proportion of WRP breadth elements across
the SLT degree programme. A usual practice, and con-
sistent format of guiding questions, formative feedback
on the student’s process of reflection and real-life clinical
placement experiences was used. The results support the
continued use of WRP activities in clinical education pro-
grammes. WRP supports the theory of transfer of learning
across clinical placements, offers a reliableway for the edu-
cator or clinician to first assess and then tailor reflective
questions to foster student development of RP ability and
remains a useful tool to use alongside face-to-face inter-
actions with students (Cook et al., 2019; Sheepway et al.,
2014). Finally, a number of questions remain unanswered
including the role of feedback in developing WRP skills
and how RP activities completed in clinical programmes
transfer to SLT workplaces.
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APPENDIX B

TABLE B1 Clinical education programme of learning for reflective practice by year group and semester

Professional year First First Second Second Third/final Third/final
Semester One Two One Two One Two
Reflective practice (RP)
education

Full class teaching:
group reflections
(what went well,
what was
surprising, what
would you do next
time), dialogic
teaching, Journal
article discussion:
topic RP

X X X X

Mentoring/peer
learning

Mentee Mentor

Reflective discussions
with clinical
educator pre-
and/or post-clinical
interactions (small
group or one on
one)

X X X X X

Verbal RP group: one
per week; 50-min
duration

X X

Written RP: one per
week; formative
feedback given

X X X X

Written RP:
assessment;
summative
feedback given

X X X X X X

Type and sequence of
questions used for
written RPa

Set 1 Set 2 Sets 2, 3 Set 2 Set 2 Sets 2, 3

Clinical practice
requirementsb

Observation
placement

12 weeks

Part-time placement 12 weeks 6 weeks 12 weeks 12 weeks 6 weeks
Block placement: full
time

5 weeks 12 weeks

Notes: X indicates the type of RP activity completed.
aSee Appendix C for a full list of questions used as part of standard practice for the clinical education programme.
bAn observation placement is one whereby students are not actively involved in SLT, a part-time placement is completed in conjunction with academic teaching
requirements, a block placement is a full-time placement (i.e., 40 h per week) with no academic teaching requirements (McAllister et al., 2013).
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