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Abstract

This research aims to look at the perceptions of a cohort of professional teacher-learners and their University tutors regarding critical professional reflection and how it might be developed and incorporated within a Masters’ course. Tutoring a group of professional teacher-learners to be analytical, enquiring and evaluative requires skilling them with the scholarly processes that will enable them to be an effective part of the postgraduate workforce. Developing critical thinking skills may require a ‘learning conversation’ (Brookfield, 1987) but it might be that tutors could do more. Garrison’s (1991) concerns about role modeling critical thinking implies a lack of pedagogic expertise on the part of tutors, however tutors unwilling to adopt the characteristics of reflective critical thinkers or be role models for such may deprive teacher-learners of skills and qualities needed to become independent learners. Drawing on a survey approach using questionnaires, telephone interviews and focus groups, teacher-learners and tutors were invited to talk about their experiences of critical professional reflection. Early indications revealed that teacher-learners’ understanding of critical professional reflection is roughly in line with their ‘learning maturation’ and that more challenge and role modeling of this type of thinking by tutors is required, both at early and later stages of the course. It is also significant to note at this point that teacher-learners’ perception of their critical thinking has been highlighted as a result of this research. The data has raised issues for pedagogical practice within one institution and provides data for on-going pedagogical discussions. Teacher-learners engaging with knowledge from both academic and professional sources are beginning to understand that critical professional reflection skills will not only serve them well in the school context, but will also give them the resources to engage and disseminate their knowledge in a wider variety of academic and professional arenas. 

Introduction
The impetus for this small-scale piece of research comes from tutor written feedback given to teacher-learners on an MA Education course which focuses on the use of critical reflective skills. The confirmation that grades and feedback on level 7 work were in line externally gave rise to discussions about how tutors could focus and hopefully improve these capacities in teacher-learners. Developing the learners’ enquiring mind may be seen as central to postgraduate work, as Plutarch (Greek biographer, Philosopher and priest of Apollo c45-125A.D) observed: ‘the mind is not a vessel to be filled, but a fire to be kindled’. Critical thinking has its roots back in Plato’s academy from which modern Western Universities have arisen, and is identified with the discipline of logic. The development of logicality, inferential reasoning, categorical propositions and problem-solving are skills required by level 7 learners. They are required to develop their thinking and reasoning skills to a level of critical mastery which enables them to demonstrate the ability to think and learn independently. The challenge for teacher-learner professionals and for tutors planning and delivering materials is the extent to which they overtly or tacitly engage in demonstrating these reflective critical thinking skills.  
Critical Professional Reflection
‘Being critical’ is about expressing or involving an analysis of the merits and faults of a work of literature or art (Soanes and Stevenson, 2006) and involves a degree of reflective skill.  While conceptually difficult, reflection is about examining our (previously) unexamined values and beliefs, drawing and illuminating our tacit (implicit) knowledge.  For the purpose of this research it will be sufficient to say what reflection can do, not what it is. Critical Professional Reflection is a process of becoming aware; it is about discussion with an ‘edge’ (Garrison, 1991).  Part of being successful at postgraduate level is for learners to develop a critical perspective and lines of enquiry that are argumentative as opposed to expositional (Andrews, 1991).  Research with health professionals by Kember and Doris et. al (2000) shows that statistically postgraduates ‘are significantly less likely to engage in habitual action and significantly more likely to seek understanding or engage in reflection or critical reflection than the undergraduates’ (Kember and Doris et al 2000: 392).
Dewey (1933) proposed that critical thinking was ‘reflective thought’, or ‘healthy skepticism’ or ‘suspended judgement’. He recognized a deeper level of reflection which he called critical reflection and distinguished it from less considered reflection. He felt that if a person was not sufficiently critical then they could reach a hasty conclusion without having surveyed all the evidence. Foley (2000) observes:

‘critical thinking goes part way in the direction of critical reflection’ which ‘has as its aim the identification and challenging of people’s assumptions, and radical social change….’ Foley, 2000: 52).

Aligning reflection to critical thinking teaches learners to become critically professionally reflective using their professional context for developing these skills. Burns and Pachler (2004) also recognize that reflective critical thinking is not just predicated on the views of the learned journals and texts; the knowledge creation noted by Garrison (1991) comprises both academic and professional sources often problematized to induce awareness which ultimately might lead to a transformation in processing knowledge. The art of reflection might be seen as an educational cliché but is a proven motivator for change in thinking about educational practice (Forde et al 2006). For most learners embarking on postgraduate work the reason is one of improvement: of practice, of mind, of enquiry skills and/or promotional prospects.  
Characteristics of the Critical Reflective Thinker

One of the underlying assumptions behind critical thinking is that it is a continuously developing process. Therefore, it is never ‘completed’, and assumptions made on an issue are there to be continuously questioned. These assumptions are based largely upon previous experience and are triggered by positive and negative events, linked to a scrutiny of our past actions, ‘where we are now’ and re-interpretation of our past actions. They are bound up with our perspective about the way in which the ‘world works’ and in universities it is a rational, mechanical process ‘done’ at that level of study (based on Brookfield, 1987). Notwithstanding that this is essentially a reflective process, the challenge for the learner is how to cope: academically, culturally and emotionally, especially for those teacher-learners who have been removed from academic study for a long period of time. 
Teacher-learners are frequently asked to reflect on their practice, beyond the ‘what works in the classroom’ and to engage that skill or process linked to academic literature. Reflection may enable teacher-learners to undergo a process of ‘academization’ providing alternative insights into otherwise previously unexamined attitudes, values and beliefs. This process of questioning may impact upon them emotionally as they try to come to terms with this personal and/or professional change during the course of study. This resonates with Forde’s (2006) perspective that teacher-learners occupy 3 identities as a learner: the first space is the work identity, second the learner identity and  third the changing identity. As with Foucault and Habermas (1979), learners may see the power as emancipatory, or indeed ‘transformatory’ (Mezirow, 1978) by giving them the tools with which to question their professional roles. 
Tutors may need to be aware of the conflicting contexts in which teacher-learners operate and try and maximize the commonalities of each identity in order to challenge and move learners forward.  There can be barriers to learning which may arise at different points in the course: insecurity of academic grounding, fear of failure, facing up to challenges of learning at this level and similar. The challenge for tutors is how to motivate and encourage an approach to teaching which will stimulate, enhance and reinforce the importance of critical reflective thinking. If Meyers (1986: 7) is correct in his view that the development of ‘critical thinking skills are haphazard’ then how should tutors organize their pedagogical approaches?
Pedagogical Approaches
The development of critical professional reflection by learners remains a challenge to tutors and learners.  Wallace and Wray (2006), Wisker (2008) describe critical thinking and writing as an essentially cognitive, objective process.  However, the degree to which we can be ‘objective’ about thinking/writing critically is problematic here. If it is rooted in our own personal values are we expected to remove that personal bit of ourselves? Polanyi believes that we cannot be relieved of ‘the personal responsibility for our beliefs by hiding behind the cloak of ‘objectifiably verifiable criteria of validity’ (Meyers, 1986: 92). Tutors may need to role model this ‘dilemma’ by acknowledging their subjectivity and using the experiences of learners as a resource to structure arguments which might help teacher-learners understand the skills required to reach a level of critical thinking demanded at masters level. Perry (in Meyers, 1986) recognizes that challenges to teacher-learners’ thinking may threaten their ‘selfhood’.  His 9 developmental positions about how we see the world moving from dualism to commitment require teacher-learners to face the uncertainty that is the multiplicity of the world and to recognize that there is not always a right answer. Accepting responsibly for their own choices is the final step towards teacher-learners embracing the notion of criticality, and some get there quicker than others. In a similar vein the work of Baxter Magolda (1992, 1996) focuses on four domains of ‘knowing’ ranging from ‘Absolute Knowing’ (least developed stage), to ‘Contextual knowing’,  where knowledge is seen as constructed, based on evidence bound by a suitable context. This work is particularly relevant to postgraduate learning styles, and for some learners acquisition of these ‘higher’ learning skills are already in place on entry to programmes. For others, the skills are to be learnt. The challenge for tutors is the degree of support and differentiation required to enable teacher-learners to (a) recognize what ‘being critically reflective’ is, and (b) how to develop and refine the skill. 
There is some level of agreement in the field which recognizes that pedagogic role modeling is a viable way forward (Meyers, 1986; Bullock and Wikeley; 2004; Forde, 2006). Dewey would say that ‘attitudinal aspects of critical thinking are better practiced than preached (Meyers, 1986: 9). How should tutors be structuring sessions to reflect a framework or model for critical thinking? The composition of a professional cohort will vary from those teacher-learners new to teaching through to those more experienced; tutors have to differentiate their pedagogy to provide accessibility for all learners to use their individual contexts as a basis for starting to reflect critically. However, what is clear is that teacher-learners need to be able to sustain argument, recognize assumptions and create and critique arguments.  Therefore critical reflective thinking is a skill and requires practice. Meyers (1986) suggests that in order to develop critical reflective thinking teacher-learners need to engage in some formative assessment strategies to improve their skills. This might be seen as counterproductive, given that sustaining an argument is not always feasible using short exercises. If Ford (2006) is right in assuming newly qualified learners find it difficult to be critically reflective and that if indeed it is a skill to learn, then tutors have to provide adequate differentiation for each session and understand the professional nature of the individuals on the programme.  

Creating a Culture for Critical Reflective Thinking

Theories of critical thinking are essentially inductive from reflecting on successful action, and they can either be mental or behavioural, using thinking to develop-on-action (Schon, 1983). The processes of critical thinking are dependent on person specificity, taking into account the variables of culture, abilities and emotional resilience. For teacher-learners to overcome any anxiety, self-doubt and blockage there needs to be a reason for thinking critically, and support from peers is vital in order to gain legitimacy of one’s own interpretations with others. Flirting with new ideas and ways of doing things may require ‘consent’ agreement from others, highlighting the importance of reflection with peer support. Challenges made to teacher-learners’ thinking and personally-held theories have to be handled carefully. Tutors need to develop skills which give an appropriate balance between challenge and awareness of the feelings and sensitivities of the learners. Pertinent arrangement of the classroom setting may help to foster a culture of analysis, debate, discussion and evaluation, along with use of ‘creative silence’ to allow for thought processes to fully embed and set seed (Tobin, 1987).  The model below gives an idea of this balance:
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The development of good listening/questioning skills for tutors and learners may help to provide clarity and understanding for all.  Tutors especially need to develop awareness of the whole group dynamic: non-verbal messages, hesitations, laughter – all these behaviours need to be read and understood. Contentious issues need to be ‘framed’ so they do not confuse or intimidate learners. Everyone has learning habits which should be challenged through sessions. It may also help if the tutor mirrors the behaviour of a learner. Freire (1986) notes that tutors need to display competence, courage and risk-taking with learners; by promoting critical openness they may face resistance from the learners and challenge to their views. Managing any hostility from learners is going to require effective communication and the ability to frame and plan for activities where learners’ personal theories will be challenged.
There is no one sure-fire route to teaching critical thinking skills, and no one model fits all. Rather than putting in a stellar performance every time, tutors need to develop qualities and attributes that learners can identify as a role model for learning at level 7. Creating a culture where analysis, evaluation, discussion and challenge to thinking can be done safely requires some planning and thought. The nature of the group, the context, the differing personalities and the effects of the day job all provide constraints and opportunities for ‘teachable moments’. Using these serendipitous moments to capture the imagination of the group is a risk tutors should be willing to take in the pursuit of critical thinking. Partial success should not be viewed as problematic; it does not preclude future attempts to try again. Provision of diversity of learning materials may be the key to engaging most of the group for most of the time, but tutors should not hope to meet the expectations of the group all of the time. Neither should they believe that group satisfaction is the indicators of success for thinking critically, often insights occur much later for an individual learner and require a professional context for them to make sense of a theoretical issue.
Given that sessions may only address certain elements of critical thinking, and particularly within specific contexts, would a generic critical thinking skills course be an appropriate way forward? Lahiff (2002) reports that teacher-learners felt ‘more confident’ and had an ‘awareness of what they were doing’ as a result of attending such a course; however the debate on critical thinking as a discreet body of knowledge or one that should be taught within knowledge domains still remains ‘live’ (for more philosophical analysis see Garrison 1991). What seems to take overarching importance is not so much what we agree in the field critical thinking is, but how tutors achieve this in practice. Brookfield’s (1987) learning conversation describes the processes in development of critical thinking:
They are reciprocal, they involve risk, surprise and spontaneity, and they entail disagreement, diversity, and challenge (Brookfields, 1987: 238).

This critical discourse in postgraduate education requires learners to develop ‘power’; and for some, this is an uncomfortable position. As Andrews (2007) notes:

Such a position, or disposition, assumes skepticism towards given truth; reserves the evidence, and/or via logical operations; and assumes a certain degree of knowledge in the field on the basis of which a critical position can be established. Suspension of, or recognition of power relations between a supervisor and his or her supervisees, is essential if the critical spirit is to flower for the teacher-learners. The issue of critical space is thus important to cultivate, allowing the teacher-learners to take over crucial responsibility in due course for the position that is developed (Andrews, 2007: 11).
Research Design and Methodology
The research adopted a survey approach which purposively sampled the whole MA Ed cohort (145 learners) of one HE institution.  These learners were taught by a range of approaches from on-campus groups, school-based groups through to e-learners and those who undertook a blended approach to learning using both e-learning and some on-campus delivery. The data from the questionnaires was coded, reduced to common themes which formed the basis for the interview schedule. A smaller, voluntary group of 13 learners were interviewed over the telephone, following up on issues arising from their questionnaires and to elicit more in-depth data about their critical professional reflection, from a learning and pedagogical perspective. A focus group with 6 tutors collected data about their perspectives on reflective critical thinking and pedagogical approaches undertaken during sessions. Data analysis for both questionnaires and interviews (telephone and focus) were based on the theoretical framework and conceptual design drawn from the work of Kember (2001) and Baxter-Magolda (1992; 1996). Kember’s continuum from ‘Novice’ to ‘Expert’ is used as a template on which Baxter-Magolda’s 4 stages of knowledge acquisition are arranged to reflect the emotional aspect of the learner/tutor learning journey:
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Fig. 1: Model of data analysis

(See Appendix 1 for notes on the model)

Findings

Context of sample

46 questionnaires were completed and returned (38%) with 13 learners participating in telephone interviews (28%). 23 participants were at Stage 1 of the programme (Certificate level) and 23 at Stage 2 (Diploma level). 85% were intending to progress to full masters. Participants were asked why they had embarked on the degree. For most, it was about gaining continual professional development, for some, linked with career development and promotional opportunities, for others, a chance to specialize in an area of professional interest.  Others felt that they had reached a point in their lives when they needed more challenge, and personally wanted to learn more at a higher level and a chance to network with other professionals or like-minded learners. The sample gave indications of how the qualification would support their professional role, which again illuminated the focus on career development and promotional aspirations, but went wider into gaining more teaching and learning knowledge, such as the ability to reflect, question more and be able to think wider around issues. The existing academic profile of the teacher-learners was also scrutinized, which showed a normal distribution of grades, ranging from A to fail (1 case). This check helped to clarify that the sample was not overly skewed in favour of highly succeeding participants. 6 tutors took part in the focus group, which comprised 67% of the sample. This included the MA programme leader and those responsible for delivering the main body of taught knowledge on the programme. 
Knowledge Acquisition since Undergraduate Study

Using the 4 domains of understanding knowledge, data shows that teacher-learners have moved out of the ‘Absolute Knowledge’ context and are becoming aware of how to study at Postgraduate level. Uppermost are the bedrock of professional experience and a range of levels of maturity they bring to study, coupled with the individual desire to achieve well on the programme. They are aware (but give no more insights) that they need to widen their reading of academic material and engage with peers and tutors to improve their critical thinking skills.  Moving towards a more independent learning culture is recognized through their understanding that they are studying at a different level compared with their undergraduate study; for postgraduate study a more equitable respect and power sharing with tutors can be expected.
Teacher-learners were asked to rank their perceived abilities from a set of self-evaluation questions, and then asked what skills they needed to develop and some of their barriers to learning. Overall, the sample scored very highly on the self-evaluation section, with the exception of ‘identifying the author’s position from their writing’ (only 27% agreed they could do this). Looking specifically at one example on ‘argument’, the following anomalies where evidenced:
Table 1: Example of anomaly in rankings between ‘self-evaluation’ and ‘requirements for development’ on the theme of argument
	Self-evaluation statement


	% of group in agreement with statement
	% of group who needed to develop statement

	I feel comfortable pointing out weaknesses in arguments of experts 
	93
	56

	I can present my own arguments freely 
	89
	50

	I can analyze the structure of an argument 
	87
	38

	I can use the positions, arguments of others to support my line of reasoning 
	87
	54


While it is recognized that teacher-learners may respond instinctively and derive different meanings from the statements, the example of the discrepancy noted here is some cause for further investigation. Clearly percentages do not add up, but the amount of inconsistency between statements is a concern.Table 2 reveals some of their issues to learning:
Table 2: Barriers to Learning (Teacher-learners)

	Barrier
	Yes, this is a barrier %
	No, this is not a barrier %

	How I can improve my critical thinking skills


	59
	41

	Not paying enough attention to precision and accuracy in my arguments
	41
	59

	Having an understanding of the term ‘critical thinking’ as it applies in academic context
	36
	64

	Reluctance to criticize those with more expertise, i.e. authors that have published their work
	30
	70

	Getting upset when my established beliefs are challenged


	14
	86

	Finding it difficult to pursue my own answers through active questioning
	8
	82

	Unwilling to re-evaluate my learning habits 


	5
	95


Main themes arising from the data
What is critical professional reflection?

Teacher-learners (TL) were clear that critical thinking meant ‘deeper thinking’ (rather than mere description), but beyond this their understanding was varied. Thinking critically is not the same in their view as being able to write critically; writing was more difficult because of the need to check one’s academic position in relation to others as learning necessarily becomes more analytical. Teacher-learners and tutors agreed being effective at critique demanded questioning. Despite confidence in this area (just 8% considered it a barrier), asking the ‘right’ questions was problematic, coupled with the effort to break into an academic culture. Teacher-learners felt they lacked the terminology and the expertise to become ‘good’ at critical reflective thinking, and for some, the bias of being able to reflect as a  professional was not conducive to the skills required to become a good academic.  Tutors agreed that ‘depth’ of critical thinking as compared with basic professional reflection, was key and offered insights into the restrictions placed on teacher-learners while they were learning to become critical. First and foremost, the very prescriptive culture of teaching does not actively encourage questioning. This was acknowledged by tutors to be a significant reason behind the teacher-learners’ perceptions that they could not question ‘academically’. The nature of the teaching profession does not encourage a spirit of critique. Tutors felt teacher-learners’ abilities to question were varied because they failed to understand that they had to make academic choices, particularly in relation to assessing the worth of evidence presented and how to use this to support their position.  Teacher-learners would also need to understand their own theoretical or philosophical position in relation to their study, and how they thought about their role – taking it out of school context (into the academic context), using for example, Foucault as a means of questioning at a generic level.
What academic skills are required?

Tutors identified the low level of criticality in marked assignments as a key issue and one that must be addressed if grades are to be improved. Teacher-learners were asked how the quality of their assignments had improved over the course. Those teacher-learners who were in a position to answer this question (38% were not); reported that they had been given higher grades when they had included more structure and focus on a particular argument/theme in their assignments. They had taken tutorial advice and had been more analytical and reflective in their work; they had made use of theories and conceptual frameworks, referencing and had demonstrated some understanding of research methodologies.  They were also more aware of the expectations of the tutors after completing one module. They were latching onto the idea of critical reasoning. There were some dissenters, citing reasons such as very specific module feedback which was not transferable to other modules, a lack of understanding of how to process and present statistical data, little uptake of tutorial opportunities and a suggestion of more tutorial support in the early stages of study. Unsurprisingly, tutors had plenty to say on the subject.  The main issue for them was the lack of recognition (sometimes) by teacher-learners of the context in which academics were writing, and conversely, how teacher-learners were sometimes using context inappropriately.

Tutors felt the following of importance:
· Proactive learners (on the whole) achieve better grades;

· The onus for critical thinking lies with the learner; it is their responsibility to ensure they develop this skill;
· Develop deeper and wider reading horizons;

· Partake in more peer review opportunities for critique – rather than academic ‘this is how you do it’;
· Be far more proactive in tutorials (not reliant on tutors to lead the session);

· Understand there are different academic demands in teaching compared with academic demands in Higher Education (HE);

· Discuss theory (ies), then develop them in writing
· The use of draft copies to refine written work and to enable tutor review;

· Understand the requirements of study at HE beyond attendance at sessions
Tutors also had some issues with the current structure of the programme, and shared a range of data particularly focused on how assessments could help improve levels of critical reflective thinking. Merging professional and academic learning outcomes was seen as paramount to giving learners capacity to structure their knowledge contextually and to allow them to explore a range of academic positions related to their chosen practice. Currently teacher-learners have a wide range of modules from which to choose.  Although this makes the course flexible, learners can find themselves isolated in new groupings for every module, which for some is detrimental to their learning.
The Emotional Journey
Many teacher-learners likened their learning at level 7 to a journey, or continuum, but felt it hard to say where they were on the journey. Compared with undergraduate research, teacher-learners embraced the challenge and commitment required at this higher level. For some, getting started was a difficulty:

The motivation to get started. The thought of going to the library overwhelms me. It is just not what I am used to after going to a small teaching college where everyone is friendly and knows you (TL3).
They recognized (in the main) that it was a choice they had made, and although there were limits on their time, (juggling personal life and setting personal deadlines), most recognized the opportunities the acquisition of the MA could bring to their personal and professional lives. Table 3 outlines some of the advantages study at this level brings:

Table 3: Comparison of Personal and Professional Impact on study at level 7

	Personal Impact
	Professional Impact

	Increased confidence
	Confidence to apply for promoted posts

	Networking
	Support with teaching through specialized modules

	More holistic viewpoint
	Love of teaching and learning renewed



	Self-esteem restored through challenge
	Tied into knowledge gained of educational research, more analytical skills

	Better organized to meet deadlines
	Having authority to teach, better practitioner, raised profile

	Increased self-belief, feel inspired and in control
	Increased knowledge, better professional understanding (linked to increased confidence)

	Either: restored work-life balance or reduced social life
	Wider networks, acquisition of critical friends, and not afraid to challenge their views

	Sense of achievement
	Deeper reflective practitioner


One teacher-learner commented:

I love doing my MA Ed course it is challenging yet creates and motivating – this is due to content and tutors. I am glad I enrolled on the MA course – my whole pedagogical approach is widening. It is a useful tool for the future (TL6)
Most teacher-learners agreed that balancing study with work/home life was a continual challenge but relished the opportunity to study areas of interest to a deeper level. They understood the need to get support from family networks and friends, but their analysis of the emotional journey was all about their route through study and how they could best affect it. No respondents mentioned gaining support from other teacher-learners on the course. Teacher-learners made no reference to disappointments with grades, but tutors were sensitive to this issue and aware they could counteract confidence levels especially with learners in the early stages of the programme. Clarity of marking schemes and academic preparation for each stage of learning were considered key to reducing stress through study. 
Teaching Critical Thinking Skills

Teacher-learners reported that they had gained most knowledge of critical professional reflection through one-to-one tutorials with tutors. Tutors agreed. Both learners and tutors felt that a range of approaches in sessions could be used to enhance and develop critical reflective skills. Pedagogically, tutors were in favour of small study groups outside of sessions, especially to develop critique of journal papers, critical annotated bibliographies and associated skills to improve analysis and reflection. Tutors were also keen to restructure assignment briefs and to refine the grading system to make it more transparent for learners, especially as they were aware it sometimes was too broad in each grade boundary to allow learners to see the improvements they had made.  Tutors recognized there could be tension between very prescriptive module learning outcomes and a desire for more flexibility of assessment, which would not be beneficial to teacher-learners learning.  They had time to discuss and analyze their work, and this opportunity helped to consolidate issues arising from sessions. Similarly, informative written feedback on assignments was considered crucial, as were a combination of the ‘right’ modules and a thorough reading of appropriate texts/journals. Interestingly, distance learners considered the learning of the skill to be more implicit:
For a distance learner (there is) a focus on getting the assignment done, developing critical thinking skills implicitly through the course materials and the assignments (TL4)
Some teacher-learners would like see critical reflective thinking as part of the module and integrated into sessions, where context is now becoming important:  
Integration into sessions. I don’t know why I think this. If integrated then it would be more in context, in amongst the practical research for example (TL2),
but for others, a separate course focusing on critical thinking as a skill is more beneficial:
I think it would benefit some people with a lack of confidence. I have been talking to a friend and challenging her. So for some people that would be useful (TL7).
Might have helped me to there quicker in first stages; the penny dropped gradually (TL5).
Tutors were concerned that a separate course would be too generic and therefore not reflect the importance of context. Their preferred view was a more informed outline of the learner journey through the different stages of the MA, in order to be able to assess the improvement in their critical professional reflection. 
Conclusions and discussion
It is encouraging to see that as learners most teachers are willing to embrace the challenge of academic study and ride the emotional journey towards the qualification. It is recognized that this sample of teachers may indeed be the more academically confident respondents to this research, and that for less confident learners the results may have been slightly different.  However, the mis-match between teacher-learner self-evaluations and what they perceive as their learning barriers provides focused information useful to tutors when restructuring programmes/teaching sessions. The differences in perceptions of the two groups is also worthy of note. For example, the confidence in questioning by teacher-learners is not echoed in the academic sense by tutors. Reaching this shared understanding of academic concepts will be a challenge to both tutors and teacher-learners alike and tutors need to perhaps embrace Fordes’ (2006) view of learning ‘spaces’ to allow teacher-learners to evaluate how to make use of their professional reflections within the academic culture.  Furthermore, a better understanding of how to utilize academic skills, more so for written assignments than for dialogue/discussion in teaching sessions, might help to move learners into Baxters- Magolda’s (1996) Contextual Knowing.  Whilst indeed many describe the empowerment they have gained both personally and professionally, do they really understand how to develop and utilize their critically reflective skills in the academic culture?  Can their writing show an improvement in critical professional reflection as they progress through the programme? After all, this is a key area of assessment, and there are some insightful messages emerging from the research, pertinent for both teacher-learners and tutors. 
Key to improving critical thinking skills for learners is the widening of their reading horizons, and the engagement with a variety of academic and professional sources. Learners challenged by writing critically need to develop, with tutors, the ability to write, edit work and re-edit their work as a means of formative assessment. If indeed learning is haphazard (Meyers, 1986), then both learners and tutors need to be accountable for how learning will be managed.  Central to this process is the role of the tutorial and tutors need to be aware of how to develop appropriate pedagogical approaches which will encapsulate the individual’s learning journey towards critical reflective thinking. This may include a better shared understanding of the responsibility for learning for both parties, in order to reduce the power status of tutors and to move learners to take charge of how those tutorials will be structured. Not only may this improve critical thinking abilities (Andrews, 2007), but it will provide the appropriate knowledge for learners to enter higher degree programmes.

If, as this research reveals, neither learners nor tutors see benefit by attending a generic critical thinking skills course, how might tutors ensure all learners access the means of understanding how to think and write critically?  Paramount for tutors was the contextualization of modules through which these skills could be embraced by learners; the learners agreed. However, while this may be true for dialogue and discussion in taught sessions, these skills are not being translated in teacher-learner writing.  It might be reasonable to suggest therefore that some skills may not be accessed by some learners, despite the specific context of some modules. However, tutors hint that small groups outside sessions may help with critically reflective thinking, and for some, decontextulisation is the way forward in imparting critical thinking skills. For them, removing teacher-learners from the school context is seen as a way forward to imparting critically reflective skills.  It is also interesting to note that learners make no reference to context as part of their understanding of critical thinking: do they not recognize its importance, or do they take it for granted? 
So, the relevance of Baxter-Magolda’s (1992, 1996) and Kember’s (2001) understanding of knowledge would appear to partly true in relation to the findings of this research. It seems clear that teacher-learners are located within the last 2 phases: Independent and Contextual knowing, and that they have moved (and continue to move) from novice to expert. However, the degree to which teacher-learners recognize the importance of context and how that is supported by evidence appears to be varied across the sample. Tutors, are agreed on the importance of this, and are now charged with ensuring teacher-learners continue to strive to the final stage of knowing. The degree to which learners’ knowledge creation has been transformed (Garrison, 1991) is difficult to measure, but there have been impacts on learners personally and professionally. The ‘elusivity’ of how learners and tutors perceive critical professional reflection has been experienced as a result of this research (Moon, 2005), but significantly it has raised tutors’ and learners’ awareness of critical thinking as a result. The data has raised issues for pedagogical practice within one institution and provides data for on-going pedagogical discussions. Teacher-learners engaging with knowledge from both academic and professional sources are beginning to understand that critical professional reflection skills will not only serve them well in the school context, but will also give them the resources to both engage with and disseminate their knowledge in a wider variety of academic and professional arenas. 
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Appendix 1

Stages of Knowing
1. Absolute Knowing

Knowledge is seen as absolute. There are absolute answers in all areas of knowledge. There are always ‘right answers’ and any uncertainty is because the right answer has not been found. Formal learning is the absorption of knowledge from (mainly) teachers. Assessment is to see whether the learner has remembered all the ‘facts’.
2. Transitional Stage

There is some uncertainty creeping into knowledge acquisition. Learners now begin to see they have to understand so that they can make choices or judgements and how they can apply their learning. Teachers are there to help facilitate this type of learning. 
3. Independent Knowing

Everyone has their own beliefs and learning is uncertain. Independent learners recognize everyone has their own beliefs and they are developing their own opinions. They may recognize that their peers make useful contributions to their learning. They expect teachers to provide a context for their learning, but they are not yet skilled in prioritizing or using evidence to support assertions. 
4. Contextual Knowing

Knowledge is seen as constructed and made on basis of evidence within a context. The quality of the knowledge imparted is assessed and judged and used to support learning positions within a specific context. The learner understands how to use evidence to support their opinions, arguments and positions. Their view of the teacher is now as an equal in constructing and developing appropriate knowledge.

Based on Baxter-Magolda (1992, 1996)
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