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I Believe in Critical Reflection

Introduction and Need for Innovation
Critical reflection serves to “maximize individual potential by allowing students to evaluate the significance of their experiences from a leadership perspective” (Densten & Gray, 2001, p. 119).  Students who engage in critical thinking expand their approaches to thinking and problem solving (Guthrie & Thompson, 2010).  Boud, Keogh and Walker (1985) emphasized the role of the instructor in critical reflection. Instructors should engage students in reflection by allowing them to offer their own observations through detailed accounts of events, giving consideration to feelings, and assisting them in identifying overlooked intentions and unnoticed events (Boud, et al., 1985).  

While educators can guide students in the right direction by providing valuable experiences and using the strategies outlined by Boud et al. (1985), time needs to be allocated to engage in reflection.  Densten and Gray believe that taking the time to reflect upon experiences “provides leaders with a variety of insights into how to frame problems differently, to look at situations from multiple perspectives or to better understand followers” (2001, p. 120).  When leaders fail to reflect on their experiences, they face “constant risk of making poor decisions and bad judgments” (Densten & Gray, 2001, p. 119). 

How It Works
The National FFA Organization’s mission is to make a positive difference in the lives of students by developing their potential for premier leadership, personal growth, and career success through agricultural education (“Mission and Motto,” 2012, para. 1).  This mission can be accomplished through participation in activities and conferences.  Three, four-day [State] Leadership Conferences are hosted annually to provide participants with opportunities to engage in leadership development.

A proposal was presented and accepted by the [State] FFA staff which created an opportunity to provide a reflection workshop and evaluation of the youth leadership life skills developed as a result of attending the 2012 [State] Leadership Conference.  The researchers viewed the workshop as an opportunity to provide a service to [State] FFA and encourage participants to think about their conference experiences prior to completing the survey instrument.  An undergraduate student with FFA experiences in [State] and an interest in leadership studies was identified and asked to develop and deliver the workshops.  The student worked directly with the researchers to ensure the workshop met the outlined objectives.

The [State] FFA Association allotted 45 minutes for the workshop and completion of the evaluation instrument on the last day of the leadership conference.   The undergraduate student reviewed leadership and reflection literature and developed a workshop which mirrored the I Believe theme already set for the conference. 
 
The workshop began with introductions and an overview of the workshop objective. An obstacle course with three simple challenges was set up prior to the workshop using materials from the conference location.  This obstacle course was in open view to all participants.  Two volunteers were selected and one volunteer was blindfolded and was guided through an obstacle course with only verbal directions from the other volunteer.  At the end of the activity, the facilitator asked both volunteers a series of questions regarding the success or failure with the tasks.  The facilitator asked for details about the experience, avoided offering personal interpretations, and encouraged the participant to consider the feelings of both volunteers.  An open conversation among all the students then began by asking the question, “Why is it important for leaders to reflect on their decisions and actions?”.   

A computer based presentation was used to project questions and to guide participants as they explored the topic of critical reflection.  The definition of critical reflection, ways to reflect, and pitfalls of not engaging in reflection were presented and questions were issued to the group to guide discussion.  Good reflection practices were reviewed and questions were posed to get the students thinking more about their actual conference experiences during the workshop wrap-up.  The workshop was facilitated in approximately 30 minutes leaving the remaining 15 minutes for students to complete the reflection instrument.

Results to Date and Implications
 Approximately 400 [State] FFA members participated in the workshops presented during the 2012 [State] Leadership Conferences.  As a result of this project, the students who participated were provided information about critical reflection and given the time to reflect upon their experiences during the conference.  They were challenged to think about how they could apply what they learned to future experiences. 

Future Plans
The researchers plan to write reflection curriculum and implement the curriculum through workshops during future [State] Leadership Conferences.  Opportunities are being explored to integrate the developed reflection workshop at [State] 4-H leadership conferences. Studies should also be conducted to understand how participants perceive the reflection curriculum and if participants are thinking more critically because of the integration of reflection curriculum.

Costs/ Resources Needed
Opportunities should be identified and strong working relationships built to allow for successful partnerships with youth organizations.  A written proposal aided in securing support from the [State] FFA staff.  No costs were associated with the workshop development and presentation as the conference facility had all needed resources for the obstacle course and provided the technology.  The survey instruments distributed at the end of the reflection workshop cost $378 for 400 full-color, eight page booklets. Travel costs were incurred as the conference location was approximately 234 miles from the academic institution.  
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