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Abstract: Reflective writing has become part of a vast
spectrum of professional practices across academia,
which includes the hard sciences—notably in the
fields of medicine and nursing, as well as in the
humanities, including social work, higher education,
teacher education, and educational leadership. In this
article, we seek to describe the results of an
investigation in the preparation of school leaders
through reflective writing. Our engagement with self-
reflective writing is explicitly designed to help future
educational leaders identify and promote the skills
that help leaders identify inequity in schools. The
preliminary administrative credential program in this
study is rooted in efforts to prepare equity-driven
school leaders who integrate dispositions, concepts,
and actions into their daily practice.
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Reflective writing is a practice utilized across a vast
spectrum of professional preparation programs in aca-
demia including the hard sciences, medicine and nurs-
ing, as well as the humanities, social work, higher ed-
ucation, teacher education, and educational leadership
(Bowman & Addyman, 2014; Coleman & Willis, 2015;
Fendler, 2003; Hoover, 1994; Mahlanze & Sibiya, 2017;
McGuire, Lay, & Peters, 2009; Naber & Wyatt, 2014;
Ryan, 2011; Schwartz et al., 2009). McGuire et al.
(2009) argued that humanities-based pedagogical ap-
proaches such as reflective writing techniques are use-
ful in higher education to prepare candidates who are
grounded in the values of their field, beyond the
knowledge and professional skills required. Schwartz
et al. (2009) highlighted that recent humanities-based
trends in medical education are an acknowledgment
of their value to the medical community. Reflective
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writing has become an essential component in the
field of nursing and to nursing education programs
(Bowman & Addyman, 2014; Coleman & Willis, 2015).
Scholars found some types of reflective writing in
nursing produced enhanced critical thinking, problem
solving, and analytical skills, and left students with a
sense of freedom of expression (Coleman & Willis,
2015; Hoover, 1994; Naber & Wyatt, 2014; Mahlanze &
Sibiya, 2017).

Reflective writing is also considered prominent
and productive in teacher-education training pro-
grams (Fendler, 2003; Hoover, 1994). Hoover’s (1994)
evaluation of the field-experience of preservice teach-
ers in a university teacher training program found
that students’ reflective writing assignments led to
higher level thinking as well as more explicit cognitive
processes in constructing knowledge about teaching
and learning. In the field of educational leadership,
reflection is portrayed as a means of developing ex-
pertise, enhancing instructional strategies, and cor-
recting past leadership errors toward more effective
educational leadership preparation, and thus more
effective practice in the field (Boud, Keogh, & Walker,
2013; Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton,
2010; Campbell, 1979; Egalite, Fusarelli, & Fusarelli,
2017; Furman, 2012; Hart, 1993b; Khalifa, 2018; Kott-
kamp, 2011; Lindle, 2009; Pounder & Johnson, 2007;
Short & Rinehart, 1993; Wang et al., 2018).

In this article, we seek to describe the results of an
investigation in the preparation program of school
leaders where reflective writing was reconceived as a
means to develop effective practices. More specifical-
ly, our engagement with self-reflective writing is ex-
plicitly designed to help future educational leaders
recognize and promote the skills that help identify
their role in reproducing inequity in schools. The pre-
liminary administrative credential program in this
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study is rooted in efforts to prepare equity-driven
school leaders who integrate dispositions, concepts
and actions into their daily practice to confront institu-
tional barriers (Marshall & Fisher, 2018).

Review of Literature

Hart (1993) reminds us that “the idea that reflection
can be used to turn experience into learning is not
new” (p. 340). Hart further argues that Dewey and
progressive era educational philosophies, the cogni-
tive sciences, and problem-solving disciplines draw
from the tradition of reflection. In Reflection: Turning
Experience into Learning, Boud et al. (2013) engaged
with higher education professors from a range of dis-
ciplines, including management, psychology, and
medicine, to conceptualize the benefits of reflection in
education in their respective fields. The authors noted
agreement among colleagues on the value of the meta-
phor of the picture and the frame as a way of describ-
ing what candidates must do to truly reflect:
There are two things the teacher can do: He can
frame problems through the point of view from
which he examines them; and he can present par-
ticular ways of picturing what is seen through the
ways he makes sense of what he sees. (Boud, et al.
2013, p. 117)
Thus, reflection demands more than simply recount-
ing what one has experienced (Schon, 1983). To simp-
ly recount an event does not engender learning. See-
ing the frame, and not the picture, is crucial. Thus, we
argue for a reflection that takes into account a critical
analysis of the behaviors and mindset of the individu-
al relative to inequitable practices found in the litera-
ture.

Models of Reflection

John Dewey is attributed with a maxim in experiential
learning theory: “We do not learn from experience.
We learn by reflecting on experience.” Kolb’s (1984)
four-phase experiential learning cycle in adult educa-
tion has been influential in formalizing the phases of
thinking in how participants should engage in the
process of moving from a field experience to full inte-
gration and generalization of theoretical principles.
From the initial experience, the participant should
reflect on the events, conceptualize to make generali-
zations, and formulate a hypothesis in order to devel-
op a plan to test the hypothesis. The cycle then re-
sumes with a new set of experiences. However, rela-
tively few people are good at reflecting; many are not
particularly adept, often confusing a recounting of an
event for true reflection that becomes a catalyst for
action.
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Moon (2004) sought to further unpack the process
of reflection through the development of a five-stage
model of reflective writing. The first stage is noticing,
which is the initial representation of an event or expe-
rience and is primarily impressionistic in nature. The
second is making sense, which is the first effort to apply
a level of coherence to the event so that it is organized
and understood by others. Moon notes that these first
two stages are not reflective, but rather an early at-
tempt to organize, and a necessary precursor for deep-
er processing and planning. Moon’s third stage signals
the beginnings of critical thinking and is described as
making meaning. Participants in this stage are begin-
ning to adopt a more holistic view of the event, in-
cluding seeking influences that may not have occurred
within the view of the participant. The fourth stage—
working with meaning—is critical. The participant is
now considering theoretical constructs and linking
experiences to more formal organized theories. Im-
portantly, the writer is posing questions to him or her-
self, speculating on other possible outcomes, and
reading both with and against the grain of the experi-
ence to locate a new perspective. The fifth and final
stage of Moon’s model is transformative learning, in
which the participant adopts new and creative re-
sponses to the experiences that that require the devel-
oping of a plan of action. Two major intentions of this
model are salient in the context of principal prepara-
tion. First, it slows down the event by encouraging the
candidate to process with intention, thus avoiding the
common error made by novice school leaders—
reactivity rather than proactivity. Second, the model
promotes a structured path for developing the specific
metacognitive skills necessary to engage in reflective
thinking.

Reflective Writing Applications in Educational
Leadership

In higher-education courses, reflective writing is re-
garded as a means to improve students' lifelong learn-
ing and professional practice (Rogers, 2001; Ryan,
2011). Although reflective writing is widely accepted
and valued in educational circles, a criticism is that it
is complex, rhetorically demanding, and difficult to
master unless taught in an explicit and systematic
manner (Ryan, 2011).

A common application of reflection in educational
leadership programs requires reflective writing about
qualitative and quantitative data. Farrell and Marsh
(2016) identify “having students reflect on their data”
as an effective educational leadership practice (p. 449).
This data-reflection practice is what some scholars and
researchers identify as data-informed leadership in edu-
cation (Knapp, Swinnerton, Copland, &
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Monpas-Huber, 2006). Thus, this data-informed lead-
ership engagement requires “leaders themselves [to]
reflect on data to improve student, professional, or
system learning” (Farrell & Marsh, 2016, p. 426).

Furman (2012) argues that reflective writing is a
valuable tool for educational leadership students to
develop a growth plan based on their self-reflections,
further suggesting that students engage in writing and
sharing cultural autobiographies. Furman (2012) argues
that “autobiographies are a powerful tool for engag-
ing leadership students in the exploration of their cul-
turally based identities, values, assumptions, and bias-
es and how these impact their leadership work in
schools” (p. 206). Scholars have noted that although
there is an emerging engagement with self-reflection
and self-reflective writing, and many examples across
disciplines and practices that point to its values and
benefits; there is a lack of empirical evidence regard-
ing the effectiveness of reflective writing interventions
(Naber & Wyatt, 2014).

Scholars have demonstrated that the value of re-
flective writing is in naming explicitly one’s aims and
purposes. Further, they note that avoidance of critical
self-reflection can reproduce the status quo and other
oppressive and inequitable contexts and outcomes
(Fendler, 2003; Ryan, 2011). This was what occurred in
DeMatthews’ case study of three principals’ decision-
making processes regarding social justice leadership.
He found that despite good intentions, “[e]ach princi-
pal was somewhat slow to critically reflect on their
practices and how their leadership possibly created a
wake of injustice for certain students” (2016, p. 556).

There is a common notion that reflection, self-
reflection, critical self-reflection, reflective-dialogue,
data-informed leadership and reflective practice are
thus inherently understood and that engagement with
them can lead to systemic and sustained change.
However, deploying reflection with the same fervor
across diverging ideological, methodological ap-
proaches, goals, values and norms can and will drive
educational leadership preparation and reform back
to where they started.

Context of Study

In July 2016, the Wallace foundation launched the
University Principal Preparation Initiative (UPPI), an
educational leadership initiative. The UPPI was a four
-year $48.5 million investment in support of seven
universities, state and school district partners, and
mentor programs aimed at redesigning the universi-
ties” principal preparation programs. In its first-year
report of UPPI implementation, it was noted that self-
reflection was foundational to program redesign
(Wang et al.,, 2018). Curriculum redesign sought to
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create tighter alignment between courses and clinical
experience and to incorporate district perspectives
and needs. Self-reflection became valued for its poten-
tial to build off of the professionalism and experiences
of adult learners, as “adult learners often bring prior
work-related experiences to the classroom, and thus
may be able to engage in reflection based on experi-
ence” (Wang et al., 2018, p. xiv).

San Diego State University was one of the seven
universities chosen by Wallace and it was from that
work that our engagement with self-reflective writing
emerged. In addition to course completion and clinical
fieldwork through an approved program, candidates
in California are required to pass a performance as-
sessment beginning in the 2019-20 academic year. This
performance assessment consists of three domains,
referred to as leadership cycles, which can be complet-
ed in any order throughout the program:

e Leadership Cycle 1: Analyzing Data to Inform
School Improvement and Promote Equity

e Leadership Cycle 2: Facilitating Communities of
Practice

e Leadership Cycle 3: Supporting Teacher Growth

Each cycle is organized across four inquiry phases:
Investigate, Plan, Act, and Reflect. Candidates submit
written responses and video recorded evidence to
demonstrate their competence in each phase as it re-
lates to the domain.

San Diego State University participated in the pi-
lot test (2016-17) and two years of field testing (2017-
19) to learn about the assessment and more ably pre-
pare candidates for school leadership positions. The
results received from the California Commission on
Teacher Credentialing (CTC) are not specific to the
individual candidate, as these were non-consequential
years designated for field testing. However, we did
receive program results. Although candidates as a
whole performed reasonably well, we noted that a
specific area of struggle was on the reflection portion
of each cycle. Based on this, we reviewed candidate
submissions on our online learning management sys-
tem, specifically their reflection tasks, and noted that
our students were more often summarizing their ex-
periences rather than engaging in true reflection about
those experiences.

Noting the potential and value of reflection and
reflective writing, we set out to develop tools and
tasks to guide these aspiring administrators so that
they could learn from the experiences provided to
them. We decided to strengthen our students’ skills in
their realm for two reasons. The first is a practical
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one—we wanted to ensure their success on what will
be a high-stakes assessment beginning in 2019-20. The
second, with deeper implications for our preparation
program, is to prepare equity-driven leaders who no-
tice, confront, advocate, and support.

Methods

Using the work on experiential learning pioneered by
Kolb (1984) and further expanded by Moon (2004), we
and other members of the educational leadership fac-
ulty and our district partners developed a reflective
writing rubric for use by candidates in the 2018-19
academic year (see Figure 1). The reflective writing
rubric served as a frame across the program to pro-
mote critical analysis of the field experiences assigned
to students. At SDSU, our field experiences are de-
signed to mimic the real work of a principal and are
consequential in nature.

Procedures

The program re-design at SDSU, funded by the Wal-
lace Foundation, includes monthly, day-long meetings
attended by the educational leadership faculty, senior
leaders from three large, urban partner school dis-
tricts, and several designated site leaders from those
districts. This group has addressed many topics over
the years, including the program focus (equity-driven
leadership), recruitment and selection, course se-
quencing, clinical field experiences, and exit exams.
Detailed notes for each of these meetings were taken
by a research associate. These notes were shared with
the attendees for fact checking and were revised and
approved accordingly. We used these notes to identify
themes as the group focused their collective efforts on
teaching reflection.

When several faculty members reported to the
group that they had scored the pilot performance as-
sessment and that candidates” ability to reflect were
limited, the group was interested to know if our can-
didates had this skill. The pilot scoring did not identi-
fy the preparation program. The group decided to
explore this by first reviewing writing samples from
randomly selected students. We downloaded samples
from the learning management system and asked stu-
dents if we could share their work with the team.
These samples indicated that students were summa-
rizing their experiences but not deeply reflecting on
those experiences. The group decided to develop a
tool that would provide candidates information about
the expectations for reflections. We identified areas of
need and developed the indicator column of our re-
flective writing rubric. During the second meeting, we
developed draft descriptors for each of the indicators.
We then shared the draft with students and had them
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write a reflection in class based on a recent field expe-
rience. The group then analyzed student samples and
drafted the second version of the rubric. When we
had produced the third version of the rubric, we invit-
ed a group of students into a fishbowl to talk about
their experiences learning about reflection so that the
team could listen.

Over the course of two semesters, students wrote
reflective assignments based on course-specific experi-
ences using the rubric. Candidates received feedback
from course professors using the writing rubric as the
primary means of conveying the success criteria for
the reflective portion of the course assignment. As one
example, students in the Instructional Leadership
course, which focused on coaching skills, analyzed
samples of teachers’ reflective writing using the same
rubric. In the Professional Growth Leadership course,
the rubric was used to guide development of written
reflections on planning, design, and implementation
assignments related to professional learning at the
candidate’s school site. The student writing from
their coursework is not the focus of this article. Rather,
we focus on the development of the tool and the im-
pact that this had on students’ scores on the perfor-
mance assessment.

At the end of the school year, the team met and
produced the final version of the rubric, which ap-
pears in Figure 1.

Data Analysis

We collected aggregate scores by rubric on the Califor-
nia Administrator Performance Assessment to deter-
mine if students were increasingly successful in their
ability to write a reflection. The first task included
eight rubrics, the second task has seven rubrics, and
the third task has seven rubrics. The last rubric for
each task, scored on a scale from 1 (lowest) to 5
(highest), focused on the candidate’s reflection on the
experience. In our analysis, we only focus on the ag-
gregate scores for the final rubric and so limit the
analysis to reflection. We used an independent t-test
to compare results as we only have average perfor-
mance on the rubric and the number of candidates
who participated. In addition, the individuals who
participated each year were different. We recognize
that assessment data can be problematic but decided
to use it as the inability to pass this assessment would
strangle the pipeline of leaders in California. In addi-
tion, we reviewed notes from all of the team meetings
that focused on reflection. We independently coded
the meeting notes. We shared our codes as a team and
identified themes that represented the process of de-
veloping the tool.
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Figure 1

Reflective Writing Rubric for Preliminary Administrative Credential Candidates

Elements of Re-
flective Writing

Approaching Expectations
1

Meets Expectations

2

Exceeds Expectations

3

Noticing
What happened?

The account does not set the context for
what occurred, rather it is a log of activi-
ties. There is little or no evidence that this
account is seen as a cohesive set of experi-
ences.

The account presents an accurate summary
of events and outcomes and sets the con-
text for what occurred. The account de-
scribes how the discrete events did or did
not link together for a cohesive experience

The account extends to include a summary of the
outcomes and an explanation of why the outcomes
were or were not achieved due to the structure and
leadership of the experience. There is clear evidence
of standing back from the event or experience, and
there is mulling over the experience, through a lead-
ership lens.

Making Sense

How have these ex-
periences impacted
me?

The account presents questions or won-
derings without in depth response. There
is limited recognition of the impact of the
experience on the candidate.

The account shows some analysis of the
clinical experience(s), some exploration of
motives or reasons for the behavior of self
and others and recognition that the experi-
ences were important in the growth and
development of the candidate.

The account shows deep reflection and incorporates
a recognition that the frame of reference with which
an event is viewed can change. The reflection thor-
oughly describes how the clinical experience(s)
have/has changed the way the candidate thinks or
affirmed something already known.

Working with
Meaning

What do these expe-
riences mean for me
as a leader?

The account describes what happened,
with limited analysis of self or others,
sometimes mentioning past experiences,
sometimes anticipating the future, but all
in an account of the leadership events or
clinical experience(s).

There is an attempt to be analytical of the
leadership actions of self or others. There
is some self-questioning regarding multi-
ple perspectives and recognition of the
overall effect of the leadership events or
clinical experience(s) on self.

The account describes the social and/or political
context that influenced the leader and others. Self-
questioning is evident through analysis of multiple
perspectives and their effect on personal leadership
development.

Transformational
Learning

How have my as-
sumptions, under-
standings, values,
and future actions
been shaped by this
experience?

There is little or no evidence of future
action. The clinical experience(s) remain
(s) isolated from future leadership deci-
sions or future efforts. There is no evi-
dence that suggests that the clinical expe-
rience has changed the way the candidate
thinks.

There is observation that there is learning
to be gained from the clinical experience
and points for future learning are noted.
There is evidence of changes in thinking
based on the clinical experiences(s).

The candidate interrogates previously held assump-
tions, values, and/or understandings through the
lens of this experience. The reflection articulates
connections between the clinical learning experience
(s), past learning experiences, and theory or course-
work.

Structure

Is my writing coher-
ent and understand-
able to readers (not
just myself)?

Writing is unclear and disorganized.
Thoughts ramble and make little sense.
There are numerous spelling, grammar, or
syntax errors throughout the response.

Writing is mostly clear, concise, and well
organized with good sentence/paragraph
construction. Thoughts are expressed in a
coherent and logical manner. There are no
more than five spelling, grammar, or syn-
tax errors per page of writing.

Writing is clear, concise, and well organized with
strong sentence/paragraph construction. Thoughts
are expressed in a coherent and logical manner.
There are no spelling, grammar, or syntax errors.

Derived from the works of:

Kolb D. (1984) Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and development. Englewood Cliffs (N.].): Prentice Hall.

Moon, J. (2004). A handbook of reflective and experiential learning: Theory and practice. London, England: Routledge Falmer.
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Results

In terms of student success on the state assessment,
the specific focus on reflecting, including opportuni-
ties to practice this as part of course work and the de-
velopment of indicators, seemed to improve their per-
formance. On the first task, which required students
to analyze data from their school, identify equity gaps,
and propose interventions, student performance in-
creased from an average of 1.32 to 3.21 (t=7.57, p
<.0001). On the second task, which required students
to facilitate a community of practice based on the data
that were analyzed, student performance increased
from an average of 1.98 to 3.76 (t=8.34, p <.0001). And
on the third task, which required that candidates en-
gage in a coaching cycle with a teacher, student per-
formance increased from an average of 2.06 to 3.11
(t=3.53, p <.001).

Over the course of the year, the team - comprised
of university faculty, senior district leaders, and site
administrators - struggled to create a meaningful pro-
cess that would scaffold students’ ability to reflect.
The first issue could be considered denial that evolved
to an acceptance of the responsibility to teach reflec-
tion if we expect candidates to reflect. As one of the
central office leaders noted, “How do they not know
how to do this? They’ve been teaching for at least
four years to start this program. And they were nomi-
nated by their administrators.” The team seemed to
admire the problem for a while, until a site adminis-
trator from a different district said, “I'm not sure that I
would do well on this assessment. I was not taught to
write or think like this. My day is packed full. I make
decision after decision. Yes, I reflect but now that I'm
thinking about it, it's less about what I learned and
more about what I need to do next. I think we need to
directly teach this to the folks so that we can change
their world views.” By the end of the meeting, the
team had agreed that we had to teach reflection rather
than expect reflection. And each faculty member
agreed to integrate the rubric and at least one task that
required reflection into their course.

Another theme that emerged from the experience
centered on the tasks that candidates were required to
complete as part of their preparation program. In pre-
vious team meetings, we had developed tasks that
candidates would complete. We believed that these
were consequential, authentic, and would evoke emo-
tional responses. But the development of this rubric
led to a different conversation. As one of the faculty
members noted, “We make everyone have the same
experiences and then we want them to reflect. Maybe
we need to provide some options so that they can
make a choice about the experiences. They can choose
with their university supervisor and mentor principal,
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but maybe we need to consider the different experi-
ences they have and then craft experiences that will
allow them to learn.” During this meeting, the field
experiences that would be used as fodder for the re-
flections were revised. The team agreed to a set of
experiences that all candidates would have, specifical-
ly focused on the tasks required in the Cal-APA. In
addition, they agreed to a number of choice tasks that
would allow candidates an opportunity to select expe-
riences that would contribute to their learning. The
theory, as explained by one of the central office lead-
ers was “to close the gaps in their learning. By differ-
entiating tasks based on where each candidate was at
the time, we are closer to creating just-in-time learning
and their reflections will likely be stronger as a re-
sult.”

A final theme to emerge was the idea that these
reflections could foster the equity mindset we hoped
to create in our candidates. As one of the central of-
fice leaders noted, “If we can really get them to think
deeply about the work, which is to create equitable
schools for all students, and they learn to reflect on
what is working and what is not working, change
might actually happen.” As the revisions to the rubric
continued, the team added specific language to pro-
voke this type of thinking. More specifically, the ru-
bric requires that the candidate “interrogates previ-
ously held assumptions, values, and/or understand-
ings through the lens of this experience.” During the
fishbowl with students, they noted that this was the
hardest thing to do. As one of them said, “It's way
easier to talk about what happened and how the expe-
rience changed you. But, to really have to say, in writ-
ing, how you are interrogating your assumptions and
values really pushes your thinking. The first time, I
didn’t have anything to say about that. But once we
all shared examples, I realized that I was just afraid to
name my bias and deal with the issues. It took some
practice and confidence, but I'm way better at it now.”
In response, one of the central office leaders said,
“And that thinking is what I'm looking for in people
that I hire to run schools. I want you to always check
your beliefs and values and make ethical decisions
that respect our learners.”

Limitations

This work is limited due to a relatively short amount
of time attached to our work in redesigning our prin-
cipal preparation program that began in 2016. The
value of self-reflection emerged over time, through
trial and error, and it was determined that self-
reflection was pivotal to the development of leaders in
education. Furthermore, there have only been three
cohorts as part of our curriculum redesign and
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not all of our students have advanced into leadership
positions; and the few that have are still finding their
way. In addition, our department just recently, Fall
2018, introduced a course redesigned specifically tar-
geting self-reflection. Future studies should revisit
and observe our former candidates as leaders; their
schools, as well interview them and their staff to bet-
ter gauge how much of the self-reflective techniques
were utilized over the years. In addition, these future
studies and their findings will add to the knowledge
base of self-reflection in educational leadership.

Discussion

In this paper we argued that learning by reflecting on
an experience is both basic and essential (Boud et al.,
2013; Hart, 1993; Schon, 1983). We extend these argu-
ments as crucial parts of learning in educational lead-
ership preparation programs. In spite of the often
times antagonistic dichotomy between the hard sci-
ences and the humanities, we see reflection, a funda-
mentally identifiable humanities-oriented concept and
tool, as integral to learning irrespective of its engage-
ment with the humanities or science.

Increased Awareness

The increased awareness that was found in this study
we attributed to narrowing the focus of our candi-
dates to inequity in their schools, and the role that
they may have and or did play in maintaining inequi-
ties (Kolb, 1984). Furthermore, candidates were re-
quired to grapple with the ways that they may have
contributed to inequity by being neutral toward op-
pressive structures, systems, mindsets and or dis-
courses in their school culture and engagement with
colleagues. Most of the candidates were honest with
themselves during reflective assessments and assign-
ments. Candidates were required to take a course de-
signed specifically to help them highlight concepts
and practices that maintain and reify inequity in
schools. Candidates were asked to use these concepts
to analyze themselves and their own practices along
with the norms and expectations found in their own
schools (Moon, 2004).

Reifying Inequity Through Reflection

Transformational reflection does not just happen. In-
stead, the aims and goals of reflection have to be ex-
plicitly named and identified. The explicitly named
and identified goal of reflection acts as a criterion or as
an object to be measured against. Failing to establish
clear criteria by explicitly naming the goal of the re-
flection can and often does reproduces undesired af-
fects; the status quo and other oppressive and inequi-
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table outcomes. The two contrasting district leader
perspectives regarding the trouble that candidates
were having with reflective writing was revealing
(Rogers 2001; Ryan, 2011). One district leader seemed
to suggest that simply because candidates had been
identified as exemplary teachers with leadership qual-
ities that inherently suggested that reflection and self-
reflective writing should have come easily. The other
district leader, however, seemed to identify why our
candidates were having trouble with reflective writing
noting that s/he, much like our candidates, was not
trained or taught to think reflectively. Instead, the sec-
ond district leader reflected that the training and
thinking, s/he received was geared around problem
solving and management. What became apparent in
this finding is also supported by the literature on criti-
cal self-reflection; the possibilities of reproducing in-
equity when reflection is not explicitly defined
(DeMatthews, 2016), measurable, and taught in a sys-
temic manner (Fendler, 2003; Ryan, 2011).

The Stream of Consciousness and Reflection

We were able to identify and seize an opportunity to
benefit from candidates” stream of consciousness and
unique thoughts and points of emphasis by differenti-
ating the tasks that were asked of them. Instead of
imposing upon candidates a single task, which per-
haps may resonate more loudly with some candidates
over others, we identified various scenarios and gave
candidates the latitude to choose. This approach was
more effective and impactful as candidates are part of
unique and specific cultures and communities relative
to their school context. Each school context and cul-
ture has specific nuances and specifics in spite of de-
mographic similarities related to SES, race/ethnicity,
or English learners. Furthermore, candidates have dif-
ferent subjectivities, histories, cultures, and epistemol-
ogies that they bring with them into their schools. Our
candidates are informed by their subjectivities, which
impact what and how they see as well as what they
prioritized (e.g., Schon, 1983). Thus, our objective of
reflective writing allowed our candidates to engage
with their subjectivities in new and eye-opening ways
(Fendler, 2003; Furman, 2012; Hoover, 1994; Ryan,
2011).

Implications

Although there is not a great deal of literature on the
impact of reflective writing, connecting the literature
on reflection and self-reflection across academic re-
search and practice allowed us to conceptualize and
examine the potential of self-reflective writings” cur-
rency in a principal preparation program redesign.
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Because of the significant impact that reflective writ-
ing had on our candidates we caution other principal
preparation programs of merely including self-
reflective writing and similar reflective concepts into
their principal preparation programs. It should be
emphasized that the relationships with our district
partners, their input and the shared learning that went
into designing our principal preparation program was
pivotal to the success that we found in our candidates.
Candidates” willingness to buy into our program rede-
sign was emphasized by strong relationships with key
stakeholders and possible employers all of whom
were invested in our redesign. We encourage educa-
tional leadership departments to invest in building
relationships with district partners as this has proven
to be solid ground toward candidate buy-in.

The type of awareness found in our study can re-
ally set the tone for the types of systemic change that
educational leaders can impact in schools. Reflection
with a stated goal of changing something very specific
and writing about it is something that should be ex-
plored further specifically as relates to principal prep-
aration programs and preparing future leaders to ex-
amine their biases and how those biases inform their
practice. And lastly, building upon the unique episte-
mologies and cultural capital of diverse leaders can
pay significant dividends. The various different voices
and perspectives, backgrounds and understandings
must be brought to bear in ways that reflect the
changing landscape of our student populations, which
are increasingly becoming more racially and ethnical-
ly diverse; leadership personnel as well as mindsets
must similarly reflect that diversity.

Conclusions

It seems obvious, but if leadership preparation pro-
grams must teach the skills and dispositions critical to
effective operations of schools, we realize that our
candidates are not reflecting on their experiences and
set out to change that. The result was a series of expe-
riences that provoked their thinking as well as a tool
that was integrated into each class so that future lead-
ers would develop the skill of reflection. It seems to
have worked, at least as measured by external exam-
iners on a high-stakes assessment. Future work will
need to explore these graduates” ability to hone their
reflection skills on the job as they engage in the real
work of leading schools.
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