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 Educators learn through reflecting on how power shapes their own practices, 

expressing their concerns about the constraints they face, and brainstorming 

solutions to address them. Educators create and adjust their philosophies and 

practices through reflection on how abstract theories manifest themselves in 

life. The online discussion format affords students the opportunity to improve 

their reflective practices through the use of structured questions, supervised 

scaffolding, shared experience, and opportunities to connect theory to 

practice. In essence, online discussions offer educators a dynamic and 

energetic atmosphere in which they can interact with each other. The purpose 

RI� WKH� VWXG\�ZDV� WR�H[DPLQH� WKH� LPSDFW�RI� �RQOLQH�GLVFXVVLRQV�RQ�VWXGHQWV¶�

critical skills as they reflect on issues GHDOLQJ�ZLWK� VWXGHQWV¶� GLYHUVLW\��The 

results demonstrated that the use of structured online discussions contributed 

WR� WKH� HOHYDWLRQ� RI� JUDGXDWH� VWXGHQWV¶� UHIOHFWLYH� SUDFWLFHV� DV� WKH\�

FRQWHPSODWHG�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�FXOWXUDO�LVVXHV�WKDW�LPSDFW�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQing and 

their educational practices.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Building on the works of Karl Marx, Michael Foucault, Edward Said, and Paulo Freire, the author 

uses the critical theory approach to empower learners to critically analyze and evaluate the complex impact 

VWXGHQWV¶�GLYHUVLW\�KDV�RQ�HGXFDWLRQ��7KH�DXWKRU�HPSloys critical readings and discussion questions focused 

on learning environment diversity and social justice as tools to help students examine the social and cultural 

issues that impact their educational practices. Hollway and Gouthro argued that educators, even those who 

work in primarily white schools, should be cognizant that their students will graduate to work in diverse 

societies. Challenging educators to think of global issues beyond their personal and local experiences help 

them address diversity issues more positively [1]. 

Jones and Ryan asserted that pre-service teachers are usually left alone to make the connection 

between theory and practices in the classroom. They argued that structured online discussion promotes 

reflective thinking practices [2]. Health care education students reported in a study that online discussions 

promote reflection and allow time for social interaction [3]. 

In a quasi-H[SHULPHQWDO� VWXG\� FRPSDULQJ� XQGHUJUDGXDWH� VWXGHQWV¶� UHIOHFWLRQV� LQ� D� ZHHNO\� RQOLQH�

discussion to a hard-copy journal submitted to the instructor, the researchers found that students who 

participated in the online discussion enjoyed the process and were more satisfied with their achievement as 
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compared to those who did not [4]. Other studies conducted by Wise and his colleges and Wu found that 

online communication promoted reflectivity and engagement among groups of undergraduate students [5-7].  

 

 

2. RESEARCH METHOD 

The author examined the effects of purposeful readings and reflections on increasing awareness of 

graduate educational leadership students of issues related to equity in education. A social justice theme was 

FKRVHQ�IRU�WKH�GRFWRUDO�FRXUVH��&KDQJHV�LQ�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�RQ�LVVXHV�VXFK�DV�SRYHUW\��JHQGHU�LQHTXDOLW\��

cultural beliefs, and educational polLFLHV�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKHLU�LPSDFW�RQ�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ��ZHUH�UHFRUGHG� 

The participants in this study were seventeen doctoral students enrolled in educational leadership 

classes at a university in southern United States. A majority of the participants were current school leaders. 

The students were enrolled in a hybrid class that required students to attend Zoom (a tele-conference forum 

that affords the teacher and students to meet synchronously via their computers that have cameras) class 

meetings and participDWH� LQ�D�ZHHNO\�RQOLQH�FODVV�GLVFXVVLRQ� IRUXP��7KH�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV� LQ� WKH�RQOLQH�

discussion forum were collected.  

Students were asked to read assigned course texts and examine how social, political, cultural, and 

HFRQRPLF�IDFWRUV�LPSDFW�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQing and school practices. The students were required to read assigned 

chapters ahead of class and come prepared with responses to weekly structured questions. The 

questions/prompts were posted on the course website ahead of class meetings. After Zoom class meetings, 

the students were tasked to reflect on the readings and engage in an online class discussion as they relate to 

their educational practices for a whole week. 

$�FRQWHQW�DQDO\VLV�PHWKRG�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�ZDV�XVHG�WR�GHWHUPLQH�LI�WKH�VWXGHQWV�FKanged the 

level of their reflections as a result of their participation in the online discussion. Based on the earlier work of 

Van Manen [8], Hatton & Smith [9] and Lee [10] on reflection level classification, the author used a three-

level hierarchy to claVVLI\�VWXGHQWV¶�UHIOHFWLRQV�� 

a. Descriptive; in which the writer only gives a descriptive recount of a discussion, presentation or a text, 

b. Analytical; in which the writer analyzes the text, discussion, or presentation in light of a personal 

experience or a perspective, 

c. Critical; in which the writer considers the social, political, and historical factors that may have impacted 

the situation covered in the reading or discussion. 

7KH� DXWKRU� KLJKOLJKWHG� WH[WV� IURP� VWXGHQWV¶� FRPPHQWV� LQGLFDWLQJ� GLIIHUHQW� OHYHOV� Rf reflections 

weekly. Each paragraph was assigned a reflection level based on the above classification. Individual graphs 

ZHUH�GUDZQ�WR�GHWHUPLQH�LI�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�D�FKDQJH�LQ�WKHLU�OHYHO�RI�UHIOHFWLRQ�DIWHU�WKH\�

participated in course activities, illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

 

  
 

 

Figure 1��([DPSOH�RI�LQGLYLGXDO�VWXGHQWV¶�SURJUHVV�RI�UHIOHFWLRQV 

 

 

3. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS  
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Results demonstrated a majority of students started at the beginning of the course mainly focusing 

on describing/summarizing the issues discussed in the readings and class. Through structured questions and 

class discussion, students were encouraged to take an in-depth look at concerns expressed in the readings. 

Students were prompted to examine how social issues may impact their own practices even though it may 

appear, at first, unrelated or inapplicable to their own context.  

 

The results of this study clearly demonstrated that the delivery mode of the class, specifically, the 

XVH�RI� WKH�RQOLQH�GLVFXVVLRQ��KDV�FRQWULEXWHG�WR�HQKDQFLQJ� WKH�OHYHO�RI�VWXGHQWV¶�UHIOHFWLRQV�DV�HYLGHQFHG�LQ�

their comments and in responses to the teacher questions. This could be due to the time the students had to 

UHIOHFW� RQ� HDFK� RWKHU¶V� FRPPHQWV�� SURYLGH� UHVHDUFK� VXSSRUW� IRU� WKHLU� LGHDV�� DQG� VKDUH� ZHE� OLQNV� ZLWK� WKH�

group. The teacher also had time to post more questions, provide clarification, and steer the students back to 

the focus of the discussion when they tended to get off track.  

7KH� IROORZLQJ� SDUDJUDSK� LV� DQ� H[DPSOH� RI� D� VWXGHQW¶V� UHIOHFWLRQ� DW� WKH� GHVFULSWLYH� OHYHO�� ,Q� WKLV�

comment, the student is typically describing the process offered by the author without attaching to it a 

SHUVRQDO�YDOXH�RU�UHIOHFWLQJ�RQ�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV�WR�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ�RU�KRZ�LW�DIIHFWV�KHU�RZQ�SUDFWLFHV� 

 

With a banking system, there is an order to the process. As educators reflect on immovability in 

the process of leaning. Educators disseminate their knowledge and students absorb that knowledge 

and then utilize that knowledge to respond to assessments, create solutions to problems but there is 

never a question to the status quo. 

 

2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��WKLV�IROORZLQJ�FRPPHQW�LV�DQ�H[DPSOH�RI�D�VWXGHQW¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�DW�WKH�DQDO\WLFDO�

OHYHO��,Q�WKLV�SDUDJUDSK��WKH�VWXGHQW�UHIOHFWV�RQ�ZKDW�)ULHUH¶V�LGHDV�PHDQ�DQG�KRZ�WKH�LGHDV�UHODWH�WR�KHU�RZQ�

experience. She also links the ideas presented by the author to other literature she read and finally she 

discusses what these concepts mean to her.  

 

0\� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� RI� )UHLUH¶V� VWDWHPHQW�� ³ZLWKRXW� WKLV� IDLWK� LQ� SHRSOH�� GLDORJXH� LV� D� IDUFH�ZKLFK�

inevitably degenerate into paternalistic manipulatioQ´��S������� LV�IRUPXODWHG�WKURXJK�P\�SHUVRQDO�

experiences as well as how my beliefs as an educator have evolved in my own learning process. 

Leading up to this statement, Freire describes prerequisites to the dialogue as humility, hope, faith; 

yet, not naïve. Focusing on one particular aspect, faith, which I understand as complete confidence 

and trust, I am wondering how likely those who have experienced some type of oppression will 

trust even those in a similar situation. After an examination of the literature across the social 

science field, Teschannen-0RUDQ� �������� GHILQHG� WUXVW�� ³7UXVW� DV� DQ� LQGLYLGXDO¶V� RU� D� JURXS¶V�

willingness to be vulnerable to another party based on the confidence that the latter party is 

benevolent, reliable, competent honest, and oSHQ´��S����-21). She describes trust as a convoluted 

dynamic concept that is ever evolving. I believe without the ability and willingness to arrive at this 

state of vulnerability, dialogue among those within the struggle will be dominated by the unwilling 

participant, therefore, supporting the divided role of the oppressor and the oppressed. 

 

The following paragraph is one example of a reflection at the critical level. In this paragraph, the 

student not only considers the impact of the ideas presented by Friere on her personal experience, but also 

discusses what she ZLOO�GR�LQ�WKH�IXWXUH�WR�SRVLWLYHO\�LPSDFW�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ�DQG�LPSURYH�her educational 

practices. She reflects on the long-term impact of social and cultural issues, discussed in the class and the 

readings, on students learning which elevates her reflection to the critical level.  

 

I think Freire is very insightful and his views have caused me to really deliberate on my own 

HGXFDWLRQ��WKH�ZD\�,�ZDQW�WR�OHDUQ��DQG�WKH�ZD\�,�KRSH�WR�RQH�GD\�³WHDFK�´�,W�KDV�DOVR�FDXVHG�PH�WR�

reflect on the current state of our union, and be glad that we are not as oppressive as some 

educational cultures in the world, but determined to uncover the oppression in our system by 

increasing the dialogue with others. FrieUH� VD\V�� ³WKH� HDUOLHU� GLDORJXH� EHJLQV�� WKH� PRUH�

UHYROXWLRQDU\�WKH�PRYHPHQW�ZLOO�EH��³�,�VHH�D�UHDO�QHHG�ULJKW�QRZ�WR�EHFRPH�PRUH�UHYROXWLRQDU\�

DQG�KHOS�RWKHUV�WR�VHH�WKH�RSSUHVVLRQ�ZKR�³UHGXFH�PHQ�WR�WKH�VWDWXV�RI�³WKLQJV´�ZKLFK�LV�ZKHUH�,�

believe our political discourse to have devolved.  

 

The online discussion offers an opportunity for educators to enhance their teaching methods and 

provide students with a forum in which they can express their views and receive feedback. The students get 

exposed to different points of view, which help them expand their thinking and, in many cases, alter their 

previously held beliefs. This is achieved largely by the fact students have the time to reflect, respond, argue 
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and, sometimes, conduct their research just to provide support for their views. Thus, online class discussion 

DIIRUGV� VWXGHQWV� WKH� FKDQFH� WR� UHIOHFW� RQ� HDFK� RWKHU¶V� FRPPHQWV� DQG� UHVSRQG� WR� WKHP� LQ� D� FRPSUHKHQVLYH�

fashion. These findings were supported in an earlier study conducted by Bye et al, [4].  

The results indicated that a significant number of students reflected at the first level at the beginning 

of the course, but a large percentage of them progressed to a higher classification by the end of the course. 

However, at the beginning, few students expressed frustration with the readings failing to see the connection 

EHWZHHQ� WKH� FRQWH[W� DQG� WKHLU� GDLO\� SUDFWLFHV�� 7KLV� IUXVWUDWLRQ� ZDV� UHSRUWHG� LQ� +ROORZD\� DQG� *RXWKUR¶V�

research of undergraduate and graduate reflective writing [1]. They attributed this resistance to the rarity of 

VWXGHQWV¶�H[SRVXUH�WR�FULWLFDO�WKHRU\�DQG�WKH�XVH�RI�VHULRXV�DQDO\VLV�RI�VHQVLWLYH�LVVXHV�VXFK�DV�GLVFULPLQDWLRQ��

racism, etc. This rationale was supported in the current study. Students commented they were never exposed 

to critical readings and they were rarely asked to examine the long-term impact of their own practices. 

The online format helps teachers and students create a true learning community where they can 

relate to each other and build strong rapport among each other at a more meaningful level. In this learning 

FRPPXQLW\�� DOO� SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� YLHZV� DUH� YDOLG� DQG� UHVSHFWHG�� ,Q� WKLV� HQYLURQPHQW�� WHDFKHUV� DQG� OHDUQHUV� DUH�

truly co-OHDUQHUV� ZKR� DUH� HQFRXUDJHG� WR� FRQVLGHU� HDFK� RWKHU¶V� YLHZV� DQG� WKLQN� EH\RQG� WKHLU� IDPLOLDU�

boundaries. TKLV�IDFWRU�FRXOG�EH�WKH�FRQWULEXWLQJ�HOHPHQW�WR�LQFUHDVLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�UHIOHFWLYH�OHYHOV�� 

 

 

4. LIMITATION  
7KLV�VWXG\�KDG�D�QXPEHU�RI�OLPLWDWLRQV��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�QRWH�WKDW�WKH�VWXG\�UHOLHG�RQ�WKH�DXWKRU¶V�

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV� RI� VWXGHQWV¶� FRPPHQWV� WR� FODVVLI\� them into different reflective levels which serves as a 

limitation for this study. An additional limitation is that the design of the study did not allow for making 

strong inferences about the causes of the changes in reflection levels because of the numerous variables that 

may have had an impact on the results [2, ��@��$QRWKHU�OLPLWDWLRQ�ZDV�WKDW�VWXGHQWV¶�FRPPHQWV�UHOLHG�KHDYLO\�

RQ�WKH�LQVWUXFWRU¶V�HQJLQHHUHG�TXHVWLRQV�RI�WKH�GLVFXVVLRQ�WKDW�HOLFLWHG�UHDFWLRQV�IURP�WKH�VWXGHQWV��ZKLFK�PD\�

have had an impaFW�RQ�VWXGHQWV¶�UHVSRQVHV��7KH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�WLPH��D� IXOO�ZHHN�IRU�HDFK�GLVFXVVLRQ� WRSLF��

allowed the teacher to post comments and questions for students every time they tended to stray from the 

issue to discuss, which helped keep them focused on the issues in the online discussion. A feature that is not 

possible in traditional face-to face classes. One last limitation was the small size of the sample which limits 

the generalizability of the study results [2].  

 

 

5. CONCLUSION  

The literature suggests that online discussion ZKLFK� UHTXLUHV� UHIOHFWLQJ� RQ� RWKHUV¶� WKRXJKWV� DQG�

LQYROYHV�WKH�ULVN�RI�EHLQJ�FKDOOHQJHG�RU�FKDOOHQJLQJ�RWKHUV¶�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ��DFWLYHO\�HQJDJHV�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKH�

learning process as found in the writing of Jones and Ryan [2] and Cooner [12]. Fostering and improving 

reflective practices can be achieved through the use of structured questions [9, 14, 13], supervised scaffolding 

[13, 14], shared experiences [15], and opportunities to connect theory to practice [16]. The results of this 

study affirmed the earlier findings. 

In this study, the online discussion forum proved itself to be a successful tool for this educator in 

order to provide a think tank that allows participants to contribute, making it one of the richest learning 

communities in our present day. The online discussion forum encourages teachers and students to reflect 

back on their practices, question their previously held beliefs and brainstorm ideas on how to better 

themselves as learners and teachers. In this study, the discussion enKDQFHG� HGXFDWRUV¶� XQGHUVWDQGLQJ� RI�

factors impacting their practices, raised their awareness regarding their own biases and beliefs, increased 

WKHLU�VHQVLWLYLW\�WR�VWXGHQWV¶�QHHGV��DQG�HVWDEOLVKHG�OLQNV�EHWZHHQ�WKHRU\�DQG�SUDFWLFH�>��@��7KH�DXWKRU�DUJXHV�

that the synergy generated by online dialogue has the largest impact on the quality of teaching and learning. 

The online format allows students time and flexibility to reflect on ideas expressed in the discussion. The 

online setting afforded the students thH� WLPH�DQG� IUHHGRP� WR� H[SUHVV� WKHLU� WKRXJKWV�� UHDG� WKHLU� FODVVPDWHV¶�

responses, and reflect on the impact of their beliefs on their daily practices in schools. The once-a-week, 

face-to-face meetings did not allow students the time and settings to reflect on their ideas to the same degree. 

Therefore, when it comes to promoting reflective practices, the online discussion proved to be a superior tool 

for educators to employ. 
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