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Abstract 

This doctoral thesis is a reflexive inquiry into my education practice with social care students 

as I encourage them to engage in relational self-reflexivity in preparation for practice.  Having 

taught social care students in higher education for many years, I noticed some found it difficult 

to be reflexive compared with their ability to understand a theory or develop their skills.  I felt 

this was not an individual deficit but a systemic one and was related to their experience within 

education systems.  These systems constructed over decades, resulted in them having few 

opportunities to be relationally reflexive of themselves and their lives to work in social care 

contexts.   

In this study, I set out to address this gap, by providing a different learning context where 

relational reflexivity in preparation for practice is emphasised.  The approach described here 

is a development on the individualised, de-contextualised form of reflection common in most 

social care training.  Instead, I developed a model of reflexivity for education which focuses on 

social care as a relational and systemic endeavour with the social care worker and client 

engaged in an ongoing relationship with each other.   

Providing this type of learning space for students meant my teaching practice also had to 

change.  I could no longer be a bystander asking students to be reflexive of themselves, without 

also being reflexive of my practice.  I adopted a collaborative, fluid, dialogical and non-expert 

position with students in small reflexive learning groups which not only encouraged greater 

reflexivity for them but a richer reflexivity of my practice as an educator. 

In this research, I develop a critically reflexive account of professional practice from our 

experiences within the group process and situate it within a discussion of related literature and 

practice.  This research draws on postmodern qualitative theory which supports first-person 

inquiry into professional practice.  I study our engagement in reflexivity within the group 

sessions, through the students’ and my reflexive diaries, feedback from students and by the 

video reviews of the teaching sessions.  By assembling all these rich layers of research 

material, I offer here a model of relational reflexivity for education and training contexts which 

I have named SPiRRaLS (Systemic Practices in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems) 

as it focuses on relationships, the wider social, political, cultural and professional contexts and 

how these influence professional practice with clients and students.   

The research indicates that there are many benefits for students from engaging in this form of 

reflexivity that can, therefore, enhance their relationships with service users.  From my 

experience of this process, I believe other disciplines would also benefit from this model of 

relational reflexivity in their education or training contexts.   
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The study highlights the importance of support from organisations and education systems to 

help curate such relationally reflexive spaces.  It requires institutional changes and resource 

allocation to develop practices that are more in line with contemporary society where education 

is not merely about knowledge acquisition but is liberatory, participative and potentially life-

changing for the student, educator, and client.  
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Chapter One   

Imagining a reflexive space  
 

Setting the Scene  

Within this thesis, I provide an account of an alternative reflexive learning process with social 

care students within a higher education institute.  By engaging in collaborative teaching and 

learning and by trying out some activities and engaging in relational dialogue I developed a 

different model of reflection than those prevalent to date in social care education.  This was 

important for me as for years I had listened to students tell stories about clients as if they were 

separate to them or spoke of client behaviours as something internal to the client, something 

“challenging” that needed to be managed by staff.  In class, I felt under pressure to be 

prescriptive and provide techniques and skills to fit any situation or dilemma as if life and 

practice can somehow be a manualised, non-relational encounter.   

In this study, I argue that social care work is a relational and systemic activity.  The onto-

epistemological perspective adopted is social constructionist, meaning individuals are not 

single enclosed fixed entities but are relational beings responding to others and making 

meaning with them within a moment and certain context.  People are participants in multiple 

relationships and are polyvocal in their exchanges with others (Gergen, McNamee & Barrett, 

2001) so social care workers, are not separate from their clients but are continuously 

responding and making meaning with them within a specific context.  Within this ideological 

frame, dialogue and language are emphasised and the view of the self is of one with many 

inner voices, constantly speaking to each other and with external voices.  Each voice according 

to Rober (2005), occupies a place in the social world, has a story to tell and invites the other 

person to give a response.  Practitioners like social care workers, therefore, need to be very 

tuned into these internal and external dialogues when interacting with clients, notice their 

responses to the other person and how these contribute to possibilities or set up challenges, 

within the moment with the other person.  It means there is a greater focus on their relationship 

with others that encourages withness-thinking (Shotter, 2011) and this requires a different 

emphasis in teaching and social care practices.  As John Shotter (2011, p.2) says:  

“It involves imaginatively thinking from within a moment of acting, with the 
voice of another or with a detailed concrete circumstance in mind.  For, as 
we shall find, such events can provide us with action-guiding anticipations 
as to how we might act next in relation to the particular difficulties we might 
face, in each unfolding-moment, in such a circumstance”. 
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Social care practice traditionally has focused on providing a service to an individual, which is 

not always conducive to adopting a systemic perspective as the worker advocates for what is 

best for their client.  As I had engaged in personal and professional development as a trainee 

family therapist and felt the benefits of this within my professional and personal life I felt that 

social care students would benefit from being offered similar learning opportunities in their 

training curriculum to help them become not just reflexive of themselves but more relationally 

reflexive of what was going on between them and their client in a certain moment and context. 

Social care education provides few opportunities for self-reflexivity and yet in contrast to other 

professionals such as psychotherapists, social workers or psychologists, social care workers 

spend large parts of their day with the client or family, within their setting.  If they work in a 

residential or day service they need to be able to regulate their emotions and responses as 

they emerge to ensure safe and ethical practice.   

While social care workers are not counsellors they do provide a therapeutic role with children 

in care and can often be the person who has to deal with the young person’s frustration, anger 

or disappointment when family members do not attend for a contact visit, when they have 

unresolved issues with their families or are experiencing difficulties in their relationships with 

their peers in and outside the setting.  Added to this is the need to be able to respond to and 

help young people deal with past abuse or trauma that has led to their admission to care in the 

first place.  In their work within the community and family support, youth work or disability 

services a client’s situation can resonate with their own experiences as a client describes 

feelings of loss, experiences of being bullied or difficulties with family relationships.   

In this study I wanted to address this gap and provide a space for social care students to begin 

to think of themselves, their lives and families and how these might impact on their practice in 

social care as part of their professional education.  This was a change in emphasis and 

orientation within the education system that was unfamiliar to us as lecturers and students and 

was at times perplexing to my colleagues.  While students had reflected on their practice 

previously they found it difficult and often focused on describing the client and their situation 

or worried that they were not reflecting correctly.  Spaces for meaningful reflection were scarce 

and sometimes non-existent.  My unease at this lack of reflexive space within training was not 

just something I felt, but was highlighted by other academics writing in the social care field 

(Lyons, 2013, Fitzmaurice, 2013) and by students themselves such as one third-year student 

who said: 

“I don’t think there is enough of it (reflexive practice) incorporated (in social 
care education) …You’re expected to be an advocate for your client, for 
people in crisis or need, but if you haven’t, while we’re training…if we’re not 
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reflecting, looking back at ourselves before we started this part, how do we 
encourage other people to do what we have not?”. 

Traditional forms of teaching and learning where teachers seen as experts and there is an 

emphasis on achieving good grades means there is little regard given to the process of 

learning.  It is not surprising then, that students in higher education, having been used to this 

way of learning when asked to be reflexive find this difficult.  In this research, I turn some of 

these ideas of teaching and learning on their head, challenge the tightly held beliefs and 

challenge some of these dominant education discourses and their impact on student’s ability 

to be critical or reflexive when there is no clear answer to a question.  In this study, I offer a 

different approach to teaching that encourages students to be relationally reflexive for social 

care practice.  This learning happened by creating small, closed reflexive learning groups with 

three groups of social care students where the learning within the module was based on 

collaborative, emergent and systemic principles rather than a pre-planned pedagogy delivered 

to a large class. 

Locating the social care worker role in context  

In an Irish Context, the role of the social care worker has evolved over the past forty years and 

has now reached the stage where it is becoming professionalised and regulated as a discipline 

in its’ own right.  Historically located within residential childcare settings in contrast to other 

western countries, social care work is now moving towards professionalisation with graduates 

qualified at least to the level of an Ordinary Degree (Social Care Workers Registration Board, 

2017a) while some have Honours Degrees and Masters in specialised areas of practice.  

Training and education have been located across the Institutes of Technologies since the 

1970’s when residential childcare workers were employed as religious orders and unqualified 

staff were replaced in children’s residential services (Gilligan, 1991).  In the 1990’s with the 

passing of the Child Care Act (1991), the social care worker role expanded to provide family 

support and direct therapeutic work to children at risk of abuse or neglect in the community.   

Graduates of social care programmes in Ireland are relatively well paid, well-educated and 

have had at least two social care placements as part of their training.  Social care workers are 

not health care assistants and are not employed in Nursing Homes or in providing home care 

services to older people.  They work in residential settings with teenagers, people with 

intellectual disabilities, people experiencing homelessness or domestic abuse but also in family 

support settings and alongside social workers as part of the child protection statutory services 

provided by Tusla (Child and Family Agency).  Nowadays, with a greater emphasis on 

regulating the practice of social care workers under statutory registration by the Health & Social 

Care Professionals Council (CORU) and the competencies required to be registered as a 
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social care worker set out (Social Care Workers Registration Board, 2017a) the ability of 

education providers to provide safe learning contexts for reflexivity to occur is crucial in their 

education for practice.   

A relational model of reflexivity  

There are lots of models of reflection used within teaching contexts and a variety of terms used 

in academic literature to describe what occurs when practitioners reflect on themselves and 

their practice including “reflective practice”, “self-awareness”, “use of self”, “reflexivity”, and 

“self-reflection”. These are used extensively and interchangeably across different disciplines 

and within the field of systemic psychotherapy itself (Neden, 2012).  Ravi (2019) distinguishes 

between “reflection” and “reflexivity” seeing reflection as being an introspective process where 

the individual thinks about representing themselves as accurately as possible in the world as 

their reality.  Reflexivity is an interpretive process which sees the person and their world as 

interconnected both co-creators of different realities.  Reflexivity does include self-reflection as 

one component but adopts a more systemic, relational approach when engaged in research 

and practice.  While there are lots of ways in which “reflexivity” is described within research, 

even within postmodern inquiry itself (Pillow, 2015), for my research, I distinguish between 

“reflection” a looking back on ourselves and our actions without the need for another person, 

and “reflexivity” which requires the presence of another and a purposeful review of our actions 

with others.  Reflection can be an internal process, (Figure 1.1) whereas relational reflexivity 

takes account of how a person is responding to the other within a moment (Figure 1.2).   

 

Figure 1.1: Moss Reflecting? Figure 1.2: Being relationally reflexive with 
each other (Burnsall, Yorkshire, August 2019) 
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Traditional models of reflection within teaching and learning contexts often disregard the 

relational aspects of reflection and the consideration of others within the process as they focus 

on an individual’s learning style as if people exist in a social vacuum with no hint of their 

personal, political or social contexts.  As I am interested in the relational goings-on between 

student and lecturer or social care student and client in practice, I chose the term “relational 

reflexivity” throughout this thesis and have adopted a definition of relational reflexivity put 

forward by John Burnham (2005, p.4) throughout.  He describes relational reflexivity as: 

“…the intention, desire, processes and practices through which therapists 
and clients explicitly engage one another in coordinating their resources so 
as to create a relationship with therapeutic potential.  This would involve 
initiating, responding to, and developing opportunities to consider, explore, 
experiment with, and elaborate the ways in which they relate”.  

While he is speaking of a psychotherapy session, I have adapted this idea to an education 

context to emphasise the reflexive processes, the relational goings-on between myself as the 

lecturer with students or between a social care student and client when on placement.  

Throughout this study I focus not just on self-awareness or self-reflection after an event but 

encourage reflexivity that is relational within the moment, that is contextual and systemic as 

an alternative to traditional models of reflection in teaching and learning. 

Research focus  

In terms of my research inquiry, there were several aspects of teaching and learning which I 

wanted to place under the spotlight in this research.  The focus of the inquiry in terms of an 

overall aim was: 

To evaluate the usefulness of relationally reflexive learning group processes in social 

care education and from this to develop a framework for relational reflexive practice in 

social care education. 

Within this there were several objectives set out in the research:  

1. To ascertain how social care education might develop different learning processes to 

facilitate students to engage in relational reflexivity and to equip them for their work 

with vulnerable clients. 

2. To explore what difference involvement in this process brings to the practice of the 

student when preparing to go on placement or for working in the social care sector. 
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3. To investigate how my involvement in this process might impact on my practice as a 

lecturer and inform my teaching practice as a social care educator in the future. 

4. To develop a framework of learning for use in future training modules in social care. 

I approached the management of a college that provides social care education and proposed 

that I would deliver an alternative approach to the current placement preparation module 

offered that would run parallel to the existing module given students a choice of which module 

they wished to follow.  It was agreed that this new module would run with three different groups 

and that I would be able to include this material in my doctoral research.  After much 

deliberation I adopted a relationally reflexive method of inquiry using videos to capture the 

dialogue of each session, keeping a reflexive diary of the process while encouraging students 

to do this also as part of the assessment of the module and my gathering of research material.  

Students also gave feedback at the end of each session and at the end of the process from 

which I could develop a model of relational reflexivity for education and practice contexts in 

social care described within this thesis. 

My reflexive space  

I had a strong sense that social care students needed more reflexive spaces within the 

curriculum to explore their own life and family experiences in preparation for practice.  But quite 

early on I realised the person that needed the space and time to reflect most, was me.  Space 

to breathe, to think, to mull things over, and to question.  Without setting out to do so, I realised 

that within this doctoral programme I also had opportunities to be reflexive of myself and my 

practice in ways that I had not considered necessary or even possible before.  I had to get a 

bit lost, to come out of my comfort zone, and to do that, I had to do it in a different place.  I had 

to take many Ryanair flights, leave family behind, forget students and clients and give myself 

and my study the time we needed together.  And I ran.  Even on the first trip to Luton when the 

woman at the gym looked at me in amazement when I asked her where the nearest park was, 

and I had to settle for the treadmill.  Running helped me reflect on my practice and in terms of 

the research helped me to navigate times that I felt lost or frustrated.  I ran some more.  And I 

thought, and I reflected, and I came up with some more ideas-some crazy, some surprising 

and some unexpected.  I heard the student voices, I heard my colleague’s voices, and those 

of my supervisors, dashing home to write the new ideas down before they faded as if this was 

my research methodology. 
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I presented at a systemic conference and ran on Hampstead Heath in the sunshine, 

somewhere I had never been before but of course, had images of it from period dramas and I 

think the film Notting Hill (Figure 1.3).  I thought about how lucky I was to be doing my doctorate, 

in this way, travelling to England to meet the group, present, listen, give feedback, get 

feedback, talk about how I was finding things, and of course, reflect. 

   

Figure 1.3: Creating my Reflexive Space (Hampstead Heath, London, May 3rd, 2018). 

As I ran I was mesmerised by the view-the green space and those exquisite houses that look 

like they came from one of those posh interior magazines.  I smelt the cherry blossoms and I 

missed home and our cherry tree.  I got lost and had to ask for help to find my way back but 

felt a sense of achievement in navigating a different route than the one I usually took, an 

experience that would become familiar within my doctoral journey. 

Educator reflexivity 

While I focused on students and preparing them for social care practice, this inquiry was also 

interested in my experience and practice as a lecturer.  It presents a relational and systemic 

approach to teaching and learning not always present in education contexts.  In assisting 

students to be more reflexive within the learning process I opened my practice to scrutiny by 

myself but also by them.  As John Shotter (2014, p.113) notes: 

“For, in deciding that we want to bring about a change in one aspect of our 
surroundings, we must leave ourselves open to being affected in an 
uncontrolled fashion by the rest of our surroundings, and as we turn to 
produce an intended effect elsewhere, we open ourselves to being affected 
by the very original aspect of our concern”. 
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While there may be a greater emphasis nowadays on collaborative teaching, Tseliou, 

Abakoumkin, Kokkini, Nanouri & Valai (2016) call for a more systemic inquiry into collaborative 

practices in higher education and the ordinary daily experiences of lecturers and students 

when engaged in more collaborative teaching practices.  In my research, I wanted to pay 

attention to these ordinary experiences, to experiment, to see classrooms as playing fields 

where we could be reflexive, creative, quiet, pensive, honest, and open.  I hoped this different 

approach to teaching students and encouraging their reflexivity would appeal to others tired 

and disillusioned with non-relational and distancing education practices.   

But I also wanted to go further than encouraging collaborative teaching or students to be 

relationally reflexive.  I wanted lecturers also to be more attentive and reflexive of the relational 

goings-on in the room with students and to develop an approach that would assist them to be 

relationally reflexive within their teaching.  In class when young students scramble for seats at 

the back to be as far away from the lecturer as possible it can feel like lecturers and students 

are two distinct groups.  But Barad (2007) suggests that human and non-human matter are not 

simply things with boundaries around them but are inseparable intra-acting agents entangled 

with each other.  Rather than distinct entities with defined boundaries, students and lecturers 

are entangled with each other, in their intra-action in the classroom.  This entanglement 

reminds me of a picture I was drawn to when visiting the Tate Modern in London.  The oil 

painting on canvas Endless Rhythm (Figure 1.4) is a collection of coloured discs, arranged in 

such a way that each piece leads to the next and at each end the movement is directed back 

into the picture as a looping effect (Delaunay, 1934).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      
  

Figure 1.4: Endless Rhythm (Robert Delaunay,1934) Figure 1.5: Practitioner Reflexivity from within 
the process 

Tate Modern (2017, CC)   

Student and 
Client

Educator 
and Student 

Researcher 
and Inquiry 
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I felt this was a good representation of the research and teaching experience within this study.  

As a lecturer, I engaged in more relationally reflexive exchanges with students within the group 

learning process.  The method of inquiry required my relational reflexivity as a practitioner 

researcher and required a continuous reorientation of myself with others.  Like the painting, 

this research became the canvas where the student, client, researcher, and educator were 

continuously acting and reacting to each other in a recursive and evolving process (Figure 1.5). 

Contribution to knowledge  

This research indicates that there are many benefits for students from engaging in this form of 

reflexivity that can, therefore, enhance their relationships with a service user.  The focus on 

relationality and my reflexivity enhanced my practice with these groups but also with other 

students outside of the process.  This experience has led me to believe that this research can 

also make a significant contribution to students, other educators, clients, policymakers, and 

management within higher education as: 

• It highlights the importance of providing reflexive spaces within social care education 

so that students can think about their own family and life experiences before working 

with others. 

• It points to the importance of social care professionals engaging in ongoing relational 

reflexivity on their practice not just for themselves but for the service user. 

• It illustrates the importance of relational reflexivity for the social care worker in terms of 

the quality of service provision through increased awareness of self, more empathy and 

unconditional positive regard for the client. 

• It puts forward a model of relational reflexivity that can be used in education and training 

contexts with other disciplines including social work, nursing, early years education, 

and counselling. 

• While it encourages collaborative learning practices in higher education, it goes beyond 

this and encourages lecturers to be relationally reflexive within the teaching space with 

students. 

• It challenges managers and funders of higher education to provide some relational 

reflexive spaces for students within their teaching structures. 
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• It illustrates to lecturers and managers in higher education the importance of having 

time and space for lecturers to be reflexive of their practice to avoid the robotisation of 

their role. 

• It shows how a relational reflexive inquiry can also be part of a repertoire of research 

methodologies within the social sciences.   

Structure of the thesis 

I have found in the curating of this thesis, that the traditional structure of a dissertation has 

served me well.  However, there are some twists to the usual format of a thesis as I use different 

colour texts and different font styles to depicting different sources of material within the process 

such as the reflexive diaries of a student, my responses to their diary entries, their feedback 

on sessions, my reflexive diaries and my notes from the video reviews.  I use these colours to 

illustrate how the assembling of these different layers contributed to the creation of a model of 

relational reflexivity for educating social care workers.  Throughout this work, I have made 

every effort to ensure anonymity by using pseudonyms and have also changed some subtle 

details when students spoke of family or personal experience.  In the research, I present some 

accounts of my family or personal experiences and I have asked my mother and daughter for 

their agreement for these to be included within the thesis. 

The thesis itself is structured in five parts and some are subdivided to ensure clarity for the 

reader.  Part One, the Introduction, sets the scene for the research context, explains the 

rationale for conducting this research and locates its context within social care education in 

Ireland.   

Part Two provides a review of the literature in relation to reflective practice, current models of 

reflection in education and offers a critique of these and education systems for failing to 

address the relational and systemic aspects of teaching reflexivity.  It deconstructs some strong 

discourses on teaching practices in education and discusses the benefits of a collaborative, 

dialogical and emergent but also relationally reflexive teaching and learning practice for higher 

education.   

In Part Three the methodology of the study through reflexive inquiry is described.  The research 

process is outlined in detail and a relationally reflexive method of inquiry is put forward as a 

useful methodology for other research inquiries. 

Part Four showcases the research material and is subdivided into two chapters.  Chapter Five 

catalogues the experience of students within the reflexive learning groups and the module 
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describing aspects of the process that appealed to them and those that could be included in a 

training programme for social care workers in the future.  In Chapter Six, my experiences of 

these reflexive groups and of delivering this module are discussed and my observations and 

alterations to my practice are described in detail as they contribute to the creation of a model 

of relational reflexivity for social care education.  Chapter Seven goes on to outline this model 

calling it SPiRRaLS (Systemic Practices in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems) as it 

takes account of the importance of the education and political systems that students and 

lecturers are embedded in and the impact of these when trying to facilitate relationally reflexive 

learning spaces within the curriculum.  

The final section Part Five provides an overall discussion of the research and situates it within 

relevant academic research and practice.  It evaluates the method of inquiry used in the study 

and discusses with reference to academic literature the model of relational reflexivity 

developed within the teaching process with students. 

The thesis concludes with a review of the research process, a highlighting of the key ideas and 

practices for others within education systems to consider, and my ideas for the further 

dissemination of my knowledge within other training and teaching arenas in the future.  
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Part Two: A Review of Literature on Reflexivity within 
Education 
 

 

    Figure 2.1: Tampere, Finland 

Running to Reflect       10th October 2018 

I am lucky to get to spend a week at Tampere University of Applied Sciences, 

in Finland and present at an education conference there.  I have had an “on-

off” relationship with my research over the past few weeks since returning to 

teaching in September.  I get some time in the evenings to read, reflect, and 

write in my hotel room while trying not to think about how much I am missing 

my family. 

I would be much lonelier on trips like these if I did not have my study to keep 

me company.  In the mornings I wake early and run in a park that I 

discovered.  It is Autumn and as I run the leaves are falling on and around 

me.  I run up a street of colourful wooden houses where everything is a golden 

yellow colour-the leaves on the ground, the trees, and the path itself.  I breathe, 

and I think.  I breathe, and I think.  I think of my presentation on my research 

and hope it makes sense to others.  I run some more and wonder where I am.  
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I ask some school children the way, but they do not understand me.  My words 

and gestures are lost in translation, but they try to help me by taking out maps 

from their pockets something I am amazed about within this digital age.  I 

meet a family made up of grandparents, their daughter, and a baby.  The man 

gestures to his daughter, indicating she speaks English.  She reassures me I am 

on track and as I run I breathe out a sigh of relief, realising it will all be okay. 
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Chapter Two 

Relational Reflexivity for Social Care Practice  
 

Introduction  

This section of the thesis looks at the importance of helping social care students become more 

reflexive of themselves and their life experiences in preparation for practice contexts. With 

reference to relevant literature within the field, it begins by discussing some of the traditional 

models of reflection prevalent in social care training and locates these within literature and 

academic research.  It critiques these models and argues for a form of reflexivity for social care 

practice that is ongoing, relational, and situated within systemic theory and practice. 

Current models of reflection in education and training  

There are a variety of terms used in academic literature to describe what occurs when 

practitioners reflect on themselves and their practice (Neden, 2012).  “Reflection” refers to the 

practitioner looking back on themselves and their actions without the need for another person, 

whereas “reflexivity” involves a purposeful review of their actions concerning others (Pillow, 

2015), is more than just becoming self-aware and involves looking at themselves in relation to 

others in a continuous cycle (Hedges, 2010). 

When reviewing the literature on reflection and reflexivity for adult learning and professional 

practice, Moon (1999) says most writers refer to the work of John Dewey (1933), Jϋrgen 

Habermas (1984), Donald Schön (1983), David Kolb (1984) and Graham Gibbs (1988).  

Donald Schön’s work The Reflective Practitioner (1983) is widely known and influential across 

many disciplines and different contexts.  He focuses on how students of certain professions 

should be educated to be reflective practitioners through a practicum (laboratory learning 

environments or placements) by what he terms reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action.  

Reflection-in-action occurs in certain situations when the action leads to surprising results 

whereas reflection-on-action is a reflection that occurs after we take a certain course of action 

and has a function in developing learning in practice (Moon, 1999).  Overall, Schön (1983, p. 

61) sees practitioner reflection as helpful as it involves a critique of tacit knowledge 

accumulated from repetitive experience and helps deal with uncertainty when faced with 

practice dilemmas. 

Dewey (1933) views reflection as a type of thinking which involves giving something serious 

consideration.  Referring to this as reflective thinking, this process involves five stages.  At the 

first stage, the problem phase, the real issue of concern is identified and in the next stage the 
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suggestions phase, possible solutions come to mind.  Having a potential hypothesis and acting 

on it is the next part of the process.  Finally, the theory or hypothesis is tested to see if the 

proposed ideas or solutions are useful or not.  This is relevant to the education sphere as “the 

ultimate goal is to find a solution to improve the effectiveness of your teaching to enhance pupil 

learning” (Zwozdiak-Myers, 2012, p.35). 

While the above models underpin different disciplines in different ways, in social care education 

and practice, Kolb (1984) and Gibbs (1988) are especially prevalent.  Gibbs’ model is cyclical 

and encourages students to become aware of the emotions they felt and explore how these 

might have impacted on their decisions and actions in a situation (Ingram, 2015).  Used in 

conjunction with the practitioner keeping a journal (Hargreaves & Page, 2013), the cycle 

focuses on identifying what happened, what they were feeling, what was helpful or unhelpful, 

as well as the development of an action plan for a similar occasion in the future (Moon, 1999). 

Kolb also describes a cyclical model whereby the practitioner engages in an activity with a 

client, identifies their key learning points and then this feeds back into their practice.  In terms 

of social care education, Kolb’s ideas on supervision and reflective practice are emphasised 

particularly when it comes to placement preparation, reflection on placement across most 

social care education providers in Ireland (IASCE, 2009).  Ingram (2015) sees reflective 

processes as including reflective journals, visual mapping to look at connections between 

theory, practice, policy, and law as well as the use of poems, metaphors and photographs, 

supervision, and peer conversations in a safe environment.  An exploration of personal values 

and how these might be at odds with the values for practice with a focus on cultural awareness 

is put forward by Zerubavel & Wright (2012) as another useful aspect of training practitioners 

to be more reflective of themselves and their practice and is an aspect I wished to focus on 

when I designed this module for social care education as part of my research. 

Reflexivity and Social Care Education  

The importance of reflexivity for social care practice  

There are several reasons why social care students should be encouraged to occupy reflexive 

spaces within their education and training.  Firstly, social care workers occupy a very important 

role within services for vulnerable children and adults, working very closely with people for 

large parts of the day in services or with children and families when engaging in family support 

work.  Historically, in an Irish context, social care services were delivered by religious orders 

and volunteers, and formal third level education (higher education) only began in the 1970’s 

(Gilligan, 1991).  Initially located within residential care for children, developments in service 

provision and expansion of the role to such domains as family support have led to social care 
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work been viewed as an emerging profession (Lalor & Share, 2013).  Given the nature of the 

work and the complexities that clients present with daily, it is hugely important that social care 

workers can look at themselves and what is going on for them when interacting with a client to 

make sure that the care they are providing is of high quality, respectful, ethical and humane.   

I often hear stories from students who work in social care settings of times when they feel 

overwhelmed, poorly supported, and unsure of what to do.  Students and social care workers 

also have personal and family circumstances to deal with while on placement or in practice.  

Consider Mary a young social care graduate who is coming on a shift in a residential home for 

teenage girls.  She has been working for the last seven days, mostly nights.  She is tired and 

worried about her parents who have recently separated.  Her mother is finding life difficult and 

Mary is concerned for her and her younger siblings.  These thoughts go around and around as 

she drives up the road to the residential unit.  She is met at the door by Tom whose expression 

tells her it has been a tough morning.  “Zoe’s mam didn’t show up again and she’s in a right 

state, she’s looking for you”.  In an instance, Mary shifts.  She is in the working mode now and 

needs to forget her problems.  But will she be able to do that? When speaking with Zoe will 

her issues with her own mother surface? Will she become angry too? And most importantly, 

will she get support for herself when she notices that her family story is becoming too entangled 

with that of Zoe’s? 

This is not a rare occurrence and highlights the need for social care workers to be reflexive of 

themselves and their own lives and relationships when working with others.  This is even more 

important as they work more closely than other professionals, often sharing a client’s daily 

living environment, while incorporating care, daily living, and therapeutic work, in residential, 

day services, family support or youth work settings (Lalor & Share, 2013).  This intensive, 

immediate, and ongoing work means that the worker and client/service user spend large parts 

of their day with each other, making the relationship between them central to the work.  This 

means the practitioner needs to be adept in how they use themselves in their day to day 

encounters with clients particularly as an important aspect of the role relates to attachment-

building (Graham,1995; McHugh & Meenan, 2013).  This “use of self”, defined as “the total 

person, and everything that has influenced or shaped them to become the person they are” is 

seen as the main “tool” for the social care worker in their practice (Lyons, 2013, p. 102) and 

the professional’s ability to be reflexive of their experience impacts on their relationship-

building with clients (Lyons, 2013; Knott & Spafford, 2016). 

Social care workers are expected to adopt three roles concurrently-the day to day care of a 

child or adult referred to as the maintenance role, the attachment-builder or nurturing role and 

a therapeutic role (Graham,1995) that assists clients as they deal with difficult or traumatic life 



17 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

experiences such as child abuse, addiction, homelessness, and social exclusion.  Social care 

work is not therapy, but practitioners in conducting this therapeutic role assist clients to deal 

with difficult family and life events.  Therapeutic relationship-building is seen as a fundamental 

part of social care practice (Gilligan, 1991; Graham, 1995; Lalor & Share, 2013; McHugh & 

Meenan, 2013).  While this work does not occur within the confines of the therapy room but 

during what Treischman, Whittaker & Brendtro, (1978) refer to as the other twenty-three hours 

in residential care, they do provide counselling on the go (Digney & Smart, 2014) and use 

counselling skills in their practice (Byrne, 2013).   

As practitioners, they need to have contexts within education and practice settings whereby 

they can have opportunities to scrutinise their practice (Lalor & Share, 2013), acknowledge 

their own emotions (Seden, 2011; Bruce, 2013; Fitzmaurice, 2013; Ingram, 2015) and also 

look at their prejudices, attitudes and ideas around those they work with.  The care of 

vulnerable persons and children in residential care services has been found at times to be 

abusive and neglectful (Department of Health, 1996; Houses of the Oireachtas, 1996; Raftery 

& O’Sullivan, 1999; Irish Social Services Inspectorate, 2001; Commission to Inquire into Child 

Abuse, 2009; McCoy, 2016) and these accounts are not confined to history books: 

“…an apparent myopic view of the past, best summarised as a theme of 
purging and running from it, limits the potential to maximise learning and 
genuine transformation in moments of transition” (McGregor, 2014, p.2).   

Residential social care workers in Ireland are very aware of this historical context and find it 

difficult to deliver more relationship-based practice with young people where a culture of fear 

is prevalent within this sector as a result of this legacy (Brown, Winter & Carr, 2018).  It is 

important therefore within social care education and practice that there are spaces where they 

can scrutinise their attitudes, be more aware of their attitudes or prejudices, in a non-

judgemental environment where fears they have about practice can be verbalised in a way 

that can enhance relationality and decrease the need for defensive or distancing practices.  As 

graduates can become immersed in a culture or a “hidden curriculum” (Kline & Preston-Shoot, 

2012, p.18) within some social care agencies, the values and standards learnt in college can 

become compromised or have little impact within a context of high workloads, little time or 

formal supervision or influence of team culture on care.  Therefore, Michael Preston-Shoot, 

2003, p.21) argues education needs to be transformative, with learning developing and 

evolving way beyond graduation, as students learn to continuously reflect on themselves, and 

how they are within their work contexts and being guided by the ethical responsibilities of their 

profession.   



18 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

Researchers (Seden, 2011; Bruce, 2013; Ingram, 2015) point out that practitioners also need 

to acknowledge their emotions when working with others and Fitzmaurice (2013) sees this as 

the “cornerstone of effective social care” saying: 

“Practitioners must be willing to constantly scrutinise their practice... they 
must acknowledge their own vulnerabilities, counterproductive reactions, 
tendencies to blame clients, reluctance to seek support and guidance and, 
possibly, ineffective use of supervision” (p.187).   

Some writers (Lyons, 2013; Knott & Spafford, 2016) emphasise that the ability to be reflexive 

of past experiences and attitudes can affect the relationship with the client.  Likewise, the ability 

of social care graduates to reflect on their attitudes and value judgements when working with 

clients has been set out in terms of proficiencies of social care workers and social workers 

(Tusla, 2016).  Walker (2011) points out that students benefit from reflective learning processes 

in terms of developing: 

“…a deeper understanding of themselves and other factors and how this 
insight impacts on learning and practice” (p.94).    

This understanding of ourselves is important as when we come into practice we are not blank 

canvases.  We bring with us a myriad of life experiences that may have been hurtful, 

unpleasant, and challenging.  We act from out of these experiences when we interact with 

others including clients and these can either help or hinder us build connections.  Julia Jude 

(2018) believes systemic reflexivity encourages social workers to be more aware of how their 

life and family stories coupled with their race, culture, gender, or class can influence their work 

with clients.  For social care workers, relationship-building with the other is key but I was 

concerned that education providers were not providing spaces to be reflexive of these personal 

and family experiences in preparation for practice.  To address this gap, I looked to the 

counselling and psychotherapy field and to my own experience of systemic psychotherapy 

training to see if there were ideas from within this that might inform social care education and 

training.   

Practitioner reflexivity and counselling and psychotherapy training  

Psychotherapy training has long held the opinion that trainees should avail of personal therapy 

or some form of personal and professional development for a variety of reasons including the 

avoidance of countertransference in psychoanalysis (Nelson-Jones, 2015), concerns that the 

therapist may be a wounded healer and would try to resolve their dilemmas through their client 

work (Bager-Charleson, 2010; Zerubavel & Wright, 2012), or that the therapist’s family 

background would mean they became “stuck” when working with families (Williams, Carpenter 

& Timms, 2015, De’Ath, 1981).   
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The concept of the “wounded healer” and the dilemma this construct poses in therapeutic 

contexts is discussed by Zerubavel & Wright (2012).  They put forward the idea of the wounded 

person (the client) and the healer (the professional) as a duality rather than a dichotomy, where 

the focus is “not on the degree of woundedness but on the ability to draw on woundedness in 

the service of healing” (p.482).  However, they warn against the view that people who have 

experienced pain or trauma are automatically good healers.  It is the process of recovery from 

the trauma that leads them to be better therapists: 

“Thus, the more healers can understand their own wounds and journey of 
recovery, the better position they are in to guide others through such a 
process, while recognising each person’s journey is unique” (p.482). 

In psychotherapy training, there is a general recognition that psychotherapists themselves 

have had painful experiences, childhood trauma and have sought personal psychotherapy 

themselves (not just for training purposes) (Barnett, 2007; Sussman, 2007).  Bager-Charleson 

(2010) asked 280 therapists about their motivation for choosing psychotherapy as a career.  

She found that personal crises were mentioned by many respondents with 70% citing a 

childhood or crisis in later life as the main reason for deciding to study psychotherapy but 

suggests that the important point is whether this has been an “eye-opener” for the practitioner 

and their ability to notice, reflect and learn from their “suffering” (2012, p.23).   

Di Caccavo (2002) investigated the impact of early family experiences and the career 

motivations of trainee counselling psychologists and found that they reported significantly 

lower levels of care from their mothers but reported higher levels of self-efficacy toward caring.  

More recent studies into motivations of students in pursuing social work as a career point to 

altruism and a wish to help others in society as the strongest motivator as well as job stability, 

and lifestyle issues (Liedgren & Elvhage, 2015).   

Bager-Charleson (2012) discusses the motivation of therapists to practise psychotherapy and 

points out that these motivations: 

“…revolve predominantly around the therapist being caught in the only role 
he or she knows, that is the helper role.  The career becomes a matter of 
escaping, displacing and sublimating one’s own wishes and unmet needs” 
(p.20).  

Social care students may similarly carry these roles with them into their practice, but unlike 

counsellors and psychotherapists, these experiences are rarely if ever discussed in the 

classroom. Irrespective of the modality, personal and professional development helps 

psychotherapists understand the importance of professional boundaries, look at the possible 

impact of their own experience on clients, while providing forums to explore the personal 
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attitudes and values they bring to their practice.  Given this, I felt it would be important within 

this reflexive module to give students a chance to think about why they chose social care as a 

career and the expectations they had of themselves, clients and the sector itself before going 

on placement.   

What can systemic theory and practice bring to social care training? 

In counselling and psychotherapy training it is universally accepted that students engage in 

personal therapy.  In family therapy training this has been a contentious issue with some seeing 

the value of experiential work on the trainee’s family of origin (Aponte & Winter, 1987; Francis, 

1988) and others who believe family therapy training should focus primarily on technique and 

the use of clinical supervision.  Despite this, family training programmes have a personal and 

professional development (PPD) component to them whereby trainees reflect on their own 

family and life experiences within a group context (Williams et al, 2015).  Erica De’Ath (1981, 

p.102) points out that many trainee family therapy students welcome the chance to: 

“...examine ideas and feelings about their personal family, to look at what 
happened and how it happened or was maintained, and it is important that 
we are aware of emotional ‘trigger’ spots and taboo issues arising from our 
own families which may impede our ability with client families”. 

One of the most beneficial aspects of my systemic psychotherapy training was my experience 

of these groups which allowed me to explore some of my own beliefs, attitudes, and family 

experiences within a social justice framework.  It was difficult at times to acknowledge my 

prejudices, feelings or experiences and look at how these could show up in my practice with 

clients.  Rather than burying or avoiding these, we were encouraged to acknowledge them and 

our potential to be colonising in our practice (Byrne & McCarthy, 1999).  The denial of feelings 

and practitioner advantage is naïve and potentially harmful to clients because it creates a 

distance between client and professional and can lead to a misuse of power.  Acknowledging 

the potential of being colonising of clients in practice contexts means not getting “clean again 

having been in this dirty bathtub” (Reynolds, 2018).   

Within the systemic psychotherapy field, Murray Bowen felt family therapy trainees who had 

dealt with their own family experiences could work more effectively and blocks that could occur 

in sessions could be avoided (Williams, Carpenter & Timms, 2015).  Other systemic theorists 

emphasised that the trainee needed to manage the different stages of their family life cycle 

(Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974; McGoldrick & Gerson, 1985), and should explore their 

family of origin through the use of their genogram (Francis, 1988).  More recently the emphasis 

on the “self” of the therapist within their family is evident in contemporary family therapy training 

(Woodcock & Rivett, 2007). 
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As a systemic psychotherapist, I value the experiences I have had within my training where I 

was encouraged to be reflexive of myself, and family experiences and how these relate to my 

practice.  But I have not always felt this way.  At the beginning of my family therapy training I 

was reluctant and anxious to be involved in a personal and professional development process 

then called PROSC groups (Personal Reflections of Self in Context).  I was concerned that the 

group would “uncover” some of my deficiencies, issues I had struggled with or the “skeletons 

in my cupboard” (Francis, 1988).  But over time I learnt to trust the process, engage with it and 

saw the value of it in my work with clients.   

Totsuka (2014) discusses the change in systemic theory and practice in the 1980s from first 

order to second-order thinking.  Rather than observing the family system in a detached way, 

the therapist was also part of the process bringing with them their views, their personal and 

family experiences and was themselves located within specific social contexts.  The focus 

moved towards reflecting on how these experiences were impacting on the therapeutic 

dialogue that was emerging in the session.  Flaskas (2012) suggests contemporary systemic 

theory and practice has embraced several creative reflective processes including the use of 

circular questioning by the Milan Team (Palazzoli, Boscolo, Cecchin & Prata, 1980) and later 

curiosity (Cecchin, 1987) and the development of reflecting teams by Tom Andersen (1987).  

In Post-Milan Models, the practices of listening as developed by Harlene Anderson’s work and 

witnessing of others through groups, definitional ceremonies or use of letters was developed 

by White and Epston (1990) and illustrates the use of reflexivity in the arena of family therapy.  

While counselling and psychotherapy, including systemic therapy, focus on the importance of 

self-reflexivity for practice, the same is not the case in social care training.  While social care 

work is not therapy, practitioners do work with children in care who have been abused or 

neglected, have experienced homelessness, bereavement, domestic violence, or other 

traumatic experiences.  They also work intensively with parents who are trying to overcome 

difficult past experiences, some with mental or physical health issues and adults with a wide 

range of disabilities.  Kim Etherington (2004) says reflection on practice should not be confined 

to therapy practice alone but is encouraged nowadays over a wide variety of careers and 

contexts.  As a lecturer, I had often noticed that some students became upset in a class as 

some of the topics we discussed resonated with them and their family experiences while some 

spoke to me or other lecturers about these after class and sometimes in the corridor.  I had an 

ethical concern about this as I felt there should be a space within their education to be able to 

discuss some of these experiences should the student choose to do so, in a safe and private 

environment.  Rather than erasing their past experiences, I felt students should be given the 

space to look at these rather than ignore or repress them and I thought this would benefit 

themselves and their practice.   
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In Ireland with the statutory registration of social care workers under the Health and Social 

Care Professionals Act (2005, Amended 2012) the personal experiences of students, and what 

each person brings to the role may in the future be similarly considered to a greater extent as 

Seden (2011) suggests has been the case for social workers in the UK. 

Moving from traditional to systemic models of reflexivity 

The practitioner is not alone - reflexivity as an ongoing social and relational process  

In traditional psychology, the concept of selfhood focused on the development of a person as 

someone who would emerge over time as a rational, conscious and a mature person.  From 

this modernist position came taken for granted ideas that maturity and learning occur linearly 

towards an endpoint where a mature, educated person emerges.  Shotter (1993, p.4) points 

out:   

“Indeed, so ‘ingrained’ is this way of thinking about ourselves, that in our 
everyday conversations it is difficult for us to intelligibly to talk about - and 
thus imagine - ourselves in any other way.  In fact, we hold each other to 
these forms of talk; to talk otherwise is considered a bit strange, it is as if one 
did not know what is involved in being a normal person”. 

But this perpetuates the idea that education and reflection are solitary activities undertaken in 

a correct fashion that will lead to an endpoint in learning where students will become fully-

fledged “reflective practitioners”.  Rather than a solitary activity, Bolton (2014, p.2) believes a 

group process: 

 “…can provide relatively safe and confidential ways to explore and express 
experiences otherwise difficult or impossible to communicate.  It can 
challenge assumptions, ideological illusions, damaging social and cultural 
biases, inequalities, and it questions personal behaviours which perhaps 
silence the voices of others or otherwise marginalise them”.  

A systemic social constructionist viewpoint (Gergen, 1985; McNamee & Gergen, 1992; Shotter, 

1993; Burr, 1995) sees “self-development” as an evolving, ongoing process that occurs in 

relationship with others within family, social, and cultural contexts.  There is no one true self to 

be uncovered, as a student, researcher, practitioner, or client and knowing is an ongoing 

process of meaning-making in dialogue with each other (Corlett, 2012).  A social constructionist 

view sees development as an evolving, ongoing process that happens when we interact with 

others in different ways in different contexts (Leonard, 2000).  
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Kenneth Gergen (1991) disputes the emergence of a person as a mature, unified, and 

consistent self but rather sees a person as having a multiplicity of selves which are constructed 

in interaction with others within social contexts: 

“Our traditional belief in ourselves as singular, autonomous individuals gives 
way.  Where in the interior lies the bedrock self?  Are not all fragments of 
identity the residues of relationships, and aren’t we undergoing continuous 
transformation as we move from one relationship to another?  Indeed, in 
postmodern times, the reality of the single individual, possessing his or her 
own values, emotions, reasoning capacities, intentions and the like, 
becomes implausible...We find our existence not separately from our 
relationships, but within them” (p.28). 

Some of the shortcomings of the traditional models of reflection and supervision (Kolb, 1984; 

Gibbs, 1988; O’Neill, 2004; Morrison 2005) used in social care learning contexts revolve 

around the fact that the practitioner reflects alone, after an event and their learning occurs in 

an individualised, non-relational and non-systemic way.  There is no consideration of what the 

practitioner and client are each bringing to the encounter at that moment, in terms of their 

experiences of relationships and life experiences (Cooper, 2011).  As one social care student 

within the research succinctly puts it:  

“When you’re thinking when something happens, it’s right out there, it’s there 
in front of you.  But when you’re reflecting on it, after it, you’re not actually in 
that moment, that exact feeling”.  

A huge deficit of these models is their complete denial of the social context as they focus on 

the individual alone (Frost, 2010).  They ignore cultural and gender differences, inequality and 

history and have the naïve optimism that they can be applied seamlessly across different 

training environments as if practitioners and clients are located in a type of social vacuum 

rather than deeply embedded within social, political, cultural and economic contexts.  An 

overemphasis on clients as individuals can already be a default position taken in class by 

students when speaking of a client and “their” behaviour as if behaviours exist in a 

decontextualized, non-relational and systemic vacuum outside of the practitioner as: 

“…if they are self-consciously immune, disconnected and insulated from 
history, the state, the economic context and other people” (Fine & Weis, 
2008, p.89).   

This time I wanted students to engage in withness-thinking, not aboutness-thinking and to 

respond to another person from within these moments rather than looking in on the situation 

(Shotter, 1993).   
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One third-year student within the group process noticed this change in emphasis in terms of 

how she reflected:  

“I think we spend so much time reflecting on our abilities or on other people 

we don’t actually reflect deep enough.  I think these may be the classes that 

I will have a lightbulb moment of ‘I am acting this way because of this 

event’.  If I look back on my reflections for placement (before) maybe this 

is why I have never felt I got the hang of it.  Maybe I needed to get more 

personal than staying on the surface because what am I really learning 

from that?” 

For the first time, she noticed that her experiences were important to acknowledge and pay 

attention to when working with clients.  She understood that there was a connection between 

herself and the client, that they were not separate entities but were entangled (Barad, 2007) 

with each other. 

It is important in my view, that social care workers explore their relationships, their past 

experiences, and prejudices to avoid burying their feelings and being disconnected from their 

clients, have poor client-worker relationships or experience burnout.  To do this effectively, 

educators and students need to adopt a relationally reflexive approach to teaching and 

learning.  Relational reflexivity within the therapy space is defined by John Burnham (2005) as 

the practices with which client and therapist use to engage with each other, coordinate their 

resources while responding and developing the relationship within the session.  Social care 

students are encouraged to be reflexive of themselves and their lives and be reflexive within 

their interactions with clients within the moment with a lecturer or with their supervisor on 

placement.  This change in emphasis addresses the deficits identified in traditional models of 

reflection as it locates practitioner reflexivity within a moment and within the social and 

relational context of the client, practitioner or educator and their multiple identities including 

gender and cultural contexts (Watts-Jones, 2010) as they work together.   

Bringing others in (Or “This is the systemic bit”…) 

Systemic therapy and training had lots to offer in terms of my wish to develop an alternative 

module to enhance practitioner reflexivity in social care contexts.  Flaskas (2012, p.152) points 

out systemic psychotherapists often use a variety of “creative and playful ways” to help others 

enter a relational reflexive space about themselves within their relationships such as sculpting, 

paper plays, or the use of postcards in sessions to invite people to talk about their family. 
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Other ideas include the use of myths, rituals or metaphors associated with the student’s family 

of origin when presenting their genogram in training (Francis, 1988).  De’Ath (1981) helps 

trainees focus on their roles in their family of origin and explore what aspects of these impact 

on their learning and practice positively or negatively.  Neden & Burnham (2007) use relational 

reflexivity in the training of family therapists and attention to cultural differences and the 

importance of self-reflexivity is emphasised by Karamat Ali (2007).  Likewise, cultural 

awareness and sensitivity can be discussed with students by using the Cultural Genogram 

(Hardy & Laszloffy 1995). 

These were some of the ideas that I could draw on when developing a model of relational 

reflexivity for social care training.  I was not fixed to any of these as I wanted to encourage the 

emerging dialogue between us but I did choose a theme for each session and was influenced 

by Totsuko (2014) & Mills-Powell & Worthington (2007) who incorporate the 

GGRRAAACCEEESSS gender, geography, race, religion, age, ability, appearance, class, 

culture, ethnicity, education, employment, sexuality, sexual orientation and spirituality 

(Burnham, 2012) in different ways in systemic training.   

A genogram is a visual map that shows the relationships across three generations in a family 

used in systemic psychotherapy (McGoldrick & Gerson, 1986) to assist trainees to know more 

about themselves in the context of their family relationships and embrace systemic ideas and 

principles into practice (Magnuson & Shaw, 2003).  I thought it would be useful to help students 

construct their genogram so they could become more aware of the impact of their family 

history, roles and experiences on their practice in social care.  I was also influenced by Simon 

(2006) who adapted the genogram and created Social Maps in training and De’Ath (1981) who 

used the genogram to explore the roles trainees felt they adopted in their family while 

encouraging them to design a poster listing the roles they feel they adopt in their lives.  

Woodcock & Rivett (2007) as part of PPD in family therapy training asked trainees to consider 

what beliefs or family experiences had influenced them to train as a family therapist.  This was 

useful as it enabled me to explore student motivations for pursuing a career in social care, an 

aspect that had not been addressed previously within the curriculum but is important to 

consider for their practice with clients. 

Students mapped the support systems they had in place for practice contexts in a similar way 

to Dutta & Finlay-Musonda (2007) which was useful as an emphasis on professional 

supervision and self-care is an important but sometimes overlooked aspect of service provision 

within social care services in terms of fostering practitioner resilience (Grant & Kinman, 2014) 

and providing ethical practice.  While teaching can be viewed as scripted to some extent (Ryan, 
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2005), I gave myself over to the learning process and became more excited in the teaching as 

I anticipated what might emerge between us within the sessions.   

So, within these reflexive learning groups with social care students, I wanted to adopt a more 

systemic and relationally reflexive approach to my teaching which encourages educators and 

students into a more dialogic relationship with course material together (Neden & Burnham, 

2007).  While there was some structure, there was not a rigid framework as the dialogue 

emerged between us in a similar way to other systemic social constructionist dialogical 

research (Tseliou, 2007; Tseliou, Abakoumkin, Kokkini, Nanouri & Valai, 2016) and meant I 

could provide an alternative type of learning arena by setting:  

“… a context that might feel safe enough to explore ambiguity, uncertainty, 
ambivalence, ruptures, discourses, hopes and dreams.  Such openness is 
facilitated by listeners who are able to follow the one who talks, through a 
landscape that is not fixed” (Vedeler, 2016, p.52). 

Summary 

While the importance of reflexivity for practice is emphasised in social care education and 

training, there are few opportunities for students to engage with their family background, roles 

and relationships and explore how this might impact on their work with clients.  The rationale 

for introducing relationally reflexive spaces for social care education was put forward in this 

section of the thesis and located within relevant literature and research.  Some of the traditional 

models of reflection in education were critiqued as I argue for more relational and systemic 

reflexivity within social care education, training, and practice.   
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Chapter Three 

The Lecturer is not a “know it all”- Challenging traditional narratives 
of teaching and learning. 
 

Introduction  

“To educate as the practice of freedom is a way of teaching that anyone can 
learn.  That learning process comes easiest to those of us who teach who 
also believe that there is an aspect of our vocation that is sacred; who believe 
that our work is not merely to share information but to share in the intellectual 
and spiritual growth of our students” (hooks, 1994, p.13). 

This chapter describes the challenges educators face within higher education as they 

encourage students to be more reflexive of themselves in preparation for practice settings in 

social care.  It explores the dominant societal discourses on education and knowledge 

attainment that lead students and educators to adopt certain roles within the classroom that 

are not conducive arenas within which personal or relational reflexivity can occur.  These 

dominant discourses on education are discussed here and a more dialogical reflexive 

approach to teaching is put forward located within social constructionist and systemic 

theoretical approaches and literature.   

“Teaching” reflexivity  

While a systemic social constructionist approach underpins this study, this is unusual within 

higher education contexts in my experience.  Terms like “reflective practice” or “use of self” 

appear almost as dead words on a syllabus with lecturers asked to teach these topics to large 

groups of students.  While the benefits of reflection on practice have been described in the 

preceding chapter, teaching students to reflect on themselves and others may not be an easy 

practice to encourage within traditional course curriculum and course design.  It is particularly 

difficult when traditional teaching approaches see knowledge as being imparted into the minds 

of large groups of students that favours economical rather than pedagogical concerns. 

Explaining theoretical ideas or modelling skills for use in practice can be taught more easily 

than abstract concepts such as “reflexivity” or “self-awareness”.  At times like Pillow (2003) I 

wondered how I could help students be reflexive, what techniques I could use, and even 

questioned if it was possible at all to teach students to be reflexive.  These concerns were also 

voiced by some of the third-year group who had previously engaged in reflection as part of the 

traditional placement preparation module.  Some students remarked that while as lecturers we 

stressed the importance of self-reflection they did not know how to reflect and because of this 
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their written reflections tended to be descriptive of clients or focused on having enough content 

to meet the word count of the assessment.  From teaching placement preparation previously, 

I noticed that many of the reflective journals were descriptive accounts of incidents or activities 

that had occurred rather than reflections on their learning or practice on placement.  There 

seemed to be a gap in terms of the general social care curriculum and their development of 

reflexive skills and practice as a learner within higher education that needed to be addressed 

at a broader level. 

While the importance of being a reflective practitioner is emphasised for a range of careers 

Leslie & Camargo-Borges (2017) point out that reflective processes are often seen as an “add-

on activity” that is difficult to incorporate daily within their practice.  Within the curriculum, it can 

be difficult to make a case for the inclusion of modules that encourage reflexivity when 

theoretical or skills-based modules emphasise doing rather than reflecting.  In social care work, 

having time to be reflexive or receive supervision can be difficult within busy or crisis-driven 

services where having the ability to “get stuck in” and experience the coal-face of practice is 

what is valued by team members even as a student on placement.   

But education is more than skill development, or the collection of theories and therefore social 

care and social work education includes “facilitating thoughtfulness as well as teaching 

knowledge” (Preston-Shoot, 2003, p.18).  The influence of education and social systems are 

evident when a student used to displaying their knowledge or skills in a modernist, prescriptive 

way, struggles when asked to describe their feelings or be reflexive of how they responded to 

a client within their practice.  While we as social care lecturers have tried to encourage greater 

reflexivity within some modules such as placement preparation, students told me how difficult 

they had found this, while others said they lacked the confidence to articulate their views, 

attitudes or give examples of their experiences in larger classes.  These were important ideas 

that needed further consideration given what is involved in delivering good education practice 

in higher education (Race 2014, 2019) and when lecturers and students are located within 

fairly traditional education structures that can at times stifle creativity, flexibility and reflexivity.   

A philosophy of education 

My daughter Daisy started secondary school this year.  I was intrigued by the amount of time 

she and her friends gave initially to discussing the teachers, their teaching style, appearance, 

accent, tone, or way of relating to students.  Within a few days, these first impressions seemed 

concreted to such an extent that they have formed views on the classes they like or dislike and 

will not be swayed from these fixed ideas.  These conversations did little to appease my 

anxieties as I started a new term with new groups, wondering what impressions students have 

already formed of me after a few minutes or hours. 
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Most lecturers strive to find ways to connect with students in meaningful ways within education 

settings.  For me, this means providing arenas for reflexivity, discussion, critical thinking to 

develop that enable students to think about themselves and their clients while advocating for 

a more just society.  Education systems should be active in engaging students in noticing social 

injustices and motivating them to social action rather perpetuating student passivity under the 

“I pitch you catch” form of teaching (Faughanel, 2012, p.56).  But organisational and structural 

aspects of education such as large classes or an overemphasis on assessments can constrain 

this by forcing the adoption of a more didactic style of teaching.  Many students coming from 

experiences of primary and secondary education, expect lecturers to share knowledge in a 

way that can be easily replicated in the assessment without placing too many demands on 

them within the context of the lecture hall.   

In terms of the philosophy of education and learning, Brockbank & McGill (2007) identify two 

main streams within the literature-those put forward by Plato and Aristotle, and those 

developed by two philosophers of the Twentieth Century namely Jean Jacques Rousseau and 

John Dewey.  Plato viewed higher education as being of benefit to the ruling classes who were 

seen to possess innate capacities to learn, but education was of no use to the ruled classes in 

terms of their intellect and ability to attain knowledge.  Ediger (1997) notes that Plato was the 

first advocate of homogenous group teaching in The Republic where learners were organised 

into three categories consisting of workers, military personnel, and government officials.  The 

last category he envisaged would remain in formal education after the others had left and 

would contribute to the creation of the ideal state.  This way of organising students she says 

has been common across American education for decades.   

Brockbank & McGill (2007) say the Scientific Revolution of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth-

Century brought the split between mind and body which still exists in academic life today where 

knowledge attainment is viewed as more important by the academy than the lower skills of 

communication and emotional intelligence.  Rousseau put forward a different view of 

education, one which emphasised experiential learning rather than an in-depth knowledge of 

a subject and saw humans as natural and individual beings rather than part of a cultural and 

language context.  Ediger (1997) says Rousseau advocated that students should choose what 

they wished to learn, that they should be educated as individuals rather than groups, be 

involved in decision-making about their education and believed they could learn from nature 

and observation rather than through rote learning.   

John Dewey in Democracy and Education (1916) challenged the traditional view of education 

believing learning is a lifelong process that helps a person grow and develop.  His focus was 

on solving problems important to society and the student developed their learning with others 
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rather than through textbooks alone (Ediger, 1997).  He identified four elements to the learning 

process, namely the experience, data for reflection, development of ideas and the correction 

of what had been learned (Brockbank & McGill, 2007).  For John Dewey, the environment is 

never separate to the individual in that both are involved with and evolving in conjunction with 

each other.  In terms of educational settings, Dewey proposes that:  

“Learning environments can never be reduced to external conditions 
supposed to work by themselves.  They have to be constructed in ways that 
allow for genuine transaction between organized contexts of education and 
the experience of learners” (Garrison, Neubert & Reich, 2012, p.3).   

Unlike Rousseau, Dewey assesses the contribution of social institutions, norms, and values to 

helping humans grow and develop while solving real social problems.  Dewey is critical of 

universal claims that are made by theoretical knowledge that has little regard for the cultural 

context: 

“In our actions, as individuals or communities or whole societies, we 
ourselves shape the contexts of our experience and thereby construct and 
produce new habits and environments that continue to influence and 
transform each other” (Garrison et al, 2012, p.8). 

In a democracy, this can be accomplished by the active participation of all parties who bring 

their lived experiences to the process.  Brockbank & McGill (2007, p.23) point out that Dewey’s 

ideas on valuing practice, experience and emotion have influenced ideas on education but 

have had “modest effect in higher education”.  They discuss the main ideas put forward by the 

approach: 

“This approach values the interests, rights and needs of the learner.  Exams 
and tests are less important, with practice, learning by doing and the 
significance of emotion being emphasised.  The teacher here is identified, 
not as expert, but as developer and facilitator of the natural process of 
growth”. 

This is an important point.  Education systems and structures are not neutral.  What is taught, 

what gets to appear on a syllabus is chosen by the educator, not the students.  The position a 

particular subject occupies in the curriculum can be more related to a lecturer’s position, the 

belief in themselves, their experience or even mathematical equations when it comes to the 

distribution of credits and teaching hours to a certain module on an academic programme.  

Knowledge and education are not untouched by the contexts they are situated in and there are 

practices of power evident at a local and national level that decide what gets taught, to whom 

and in what way.  Simon & Salter (2020, p.8) encourage a systemic living that embraces an 

ethical position whereby there is a questioning of these power practices and privileging of 

certain stories in society and invites systemic researchers to make visible and disrupt these 
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power relations in their academic work.  Within this study, I became more tuned into the 

systems and relationships that surround the classroom and how these continuously influence 

the teaching that goes on within a local domain.  I became more questioning of these 

processes and how little power students and lecturers have in terms of what counts as 

knowledge and what pedagogy can be delivered within these inflexible structures constructed 

over decades.  Brockbank & McGill (2007) point to the reasons behind some academic choices 

that are made: 

“...where some academics believe that they ‘know best’ what is valuable and 
worthwhile for students to learn.  As experts in their field, and in what they 
believe to be the students’ best interests, they impose a programme which 
may carry oppressive ideas embedded within it, through a course design 
which effectively denies any consultation or collaboration with learners” 
(p.24). 

From a Marxist viewpoint, Ivan Illich views education as a way of processing students for the 

workplace.  Knowledge is a commodity to be attained which hides societal power and class 

relations which he terms the hidden curriculum.  Students are programmed by the system to 

become experts at mastering procedures of learning rather than subject matter and this is 

replicated in the higher education system where they expect the same system to operate 

ensuring that they are passive unquestioning recipients of knowledge (Brockbank & McGill, 

2007).   

Paolo Freire (1972, 1973) believes education should be centred around critical thinking and 

dialogue, leading to a “self-conscious” learner that had a critical consciousness about others 

in society.  I wonder if the education systems so focused on making sure graduates are 

employment-ready are complicit in social inequality that exists in society, leaving them, even 

those within the helping professions, as accepting rather than challenging of the status quo.  

But the need to have just principles does not rest with the student alone.  Kreber (2013) says 

lecturers need to be authentic in their teaching to enable students to see education as also 

having a social justice agenda: 

“…university teaching is also concerned with creating a better world through 
higher education.  This involves fostering in our students those dispositions 
or qualities that eventually motivate them to make a contribution to a 
reduction of the many problems and inequalities facing our societies” (p.46) 

Gergen (2015) suggests that colleges by focusing on propositional education provide the main 

theories within a discipline and students reproduce these in examinations.  As a result, this can 

mean bored or passive students until the examination or assessment date looms.  Knowledge 

becomes a commodity with students as consumers and the success of the educational 

institution is dictated by student’s employability.   
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The curriculum is presented in predictable compartmentalised ways that set out learning 

outcomes that the student has bought into as a consumer.  The lecturer’s role therefore is: 

 “…to deliver, and the student’s role is to play their part to ensure that they 
succeed.  This promotes an ‘I pitch, you catch’ view of learning that limits the 
space for exploration and improvisation” (Faughanel, 2012, p.56). 

The danger of this form of teaching for social care is that passive students become passive 

and unquestioning workers who fail to notice ethical issues, poor social care practices or see 

the need to be transgressive and challenging of service provision for their clients.  Clients are 

seen in a de-contextualised way where the influence of social systems are airbrushed out of 

the picture and the focus remains on the client’s “challenging behaviour”, addiction or trauma.  

In focusing on symptoms and behaviour alone the practitioner fails to be disruptive of the very 

social structures that have created these difficulties in the first place (Waldegrave & Tamasese, 

1993; Richardson/Kinewesquao, 2018). 

To counteract this and in keeping with the onto-epistemological approach of this research, a 

social constructionist view of education sees learning as a social process with learner and 

educator both constructing the environment together through their use of language.  This 

relates to the work of Mikhail Bakhtin (1981, 1984, 1986) and his ideas on polyvocality, 

meaning educators should pay attention to the multiple voices of the student, lecturer and 

context and the ideas that can emerge in their lecture rooms within these dialogical 

relationships (Stewart & McGlure, 2013, p.95).  Rober (2005) describes three central ideas 

that are emphasised in the dialogical perspective within the work of Bakhtin.  Firstly, every 

word spoken belongs to a person and that word helps them express the position they are 

occupying when speaking to another person.  However, the speaker does not own these words 

because speaking is always a joint creation between people that invites a response.  Thirdly, 

the listener does not gain understanding from the speaker as a passive recipient, but 

understanding is seen as an active process where both parties are making meaning together.   

Bakhtin’s work focuses both on the inner dialogue of the educator and the external dialogue 

that exists between people which is dynamic and ever-changing moment to moment.  As well 

as the spoken words in class there are other internal voices that although invisible are ever-

present in the classroom.  For me at times these are like mentors silently encouraging, 

supporting me to be innovative, to share my thoughts and experiences with students.  Others 

are critical asking if I am interesting or engaging enough.  I wonder about the origin of such 

voices and if they are coming from my own experiences of education as a student?   

Perhaps they are some voices from my past?  Perhaps those of the primary teacher who 

described me as “shy” not realising that I would carry this description around with me for years?   
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Utilising a social constructionist position, I have been able to let go and be less loyal to these 

critical voices.  I have allowed myself the space to experiment and to take risks in my teaching.  

While this could be seen by some as a narcissistic endeavour, a form of solitary navel-gazing 

or self-indulgence they can also be a way of giving voice to the unspoken aspects of the 

lecturer role in third-level education.   

The role of Higher Education  

The exact role that higher education should play in society has been debated at length by 

many stakeholders and educationalists.  Faughanel (2012) says these debates are based 

around two contrary views.  One holds that education is an end in itself, while others believe it 

should have an economic value in society providing educated people for the workplace. 

Meijers (2013) says that the traditional role of education was to prepare students for the labour 

market and in doing so made sure that they conformed to white middle-class values of the 

time.  Therefore, Twentieth Century education focused on the transfer of knowledge from 

teacher to student in a monological way that prepared them to take up distinct jobs in the 

workplace.   

Indeed, in an Irish context, the Regional Technical Colleges (now Institutes of Technology) 

were established throughout the regions of Ireland with the distinct role of providing regional 

vocational training outside of the university sector while always widening access to third-level 

(higher) education in society:  

“The principal function of a college shall…be to provide vocational and 
technical education and training for the economic, technological, scientific, 
commercial, industrial, social and cultural development of the State with 
particular reference to the region served by the college” (Regional Technical 
Colleges Act, 1992, sec. 5). 

Gergen (2015) refers to Aristotle and his belief that knowledge could be demonstrated using 

theory but also through what he called praxis.  Levin & Greenwood (2008) are critical of 

universities for their lack of integration with local communities, their generation of elite groups 

and the transmission of knowledge as a Cartesian endeavour whereby some theory is seen 

as higher knowledge but the practical application of the theory is viewed as a lower activity.   

The type of learning that is valued is not the only aspect of education that should be scrutinised.  

How knowledge is presented to a wider audience outside the academy and how accessible 

this is made to others should also be called into question.  The mystique and elitism that is 

created by higher education systems make certain knowledge unattainable and inscrutable for 

the wider population.   
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But maintaining these traditions within the walls of the academy means that colleges do not 

share the knowledge beyond that academic clique and do not serve the communities they are 

located within.  bell hooks (1984) when speaking about feminist educators in universities 

speaks of this dilemma: 

“All too often educators (especially university professors) fear their work will 
not be valued by other academics if it is presented in a way that is accessible 
to a wider audience.  If these educators thought of rendering their work in a 
number of different styles, “translations,” they would be able to satisfy 
arbitrary academic standards while making their work available to masses of 
people” (p.111). 

But as Levin & Greenwood (2008, p.108) point out there is an “organisational trap” that 

mitigates against these processes whereby academics to retain their power and position:  

“…distance him/herself from engaging in mutual learning situations with 
students and extra-academic stakeholders.  Maintaining the professional 
power position and the authority linked to it prohibits a conceptualization of 
teaching as a joint journey into unexplored territory”.  

bell hooks (1994) recounts her naivety at her expectation that on entering higher education 

she would benefit from being educated spiritually and intellectually.  Instead, she found that 

most of her professors were “enthralled by the exercise of power and authority within their mini-

kingdom, the classroom” (p.17) while Gergen (2015) views education programmes as useful 

only if they are delivered as a relational process. 

In the reflexive learning groups described within this thesis, what happened in the room 

between us was where the learning occurred.  Didactic, clean-cut teaching gave way as 

emotional, relational, and practice-based education was centre stage.  Our messy and 

mundane personal and professional experiences were scrutinised to prepare students for their 

work in the “real” world so it did not feel like we were “tidying out the complicated nature of our 

social world” (Newbury & Hoskins, 2016, p.14).   

To do this effectively as lecturers we need to be tuned into the relational goings-on in the room 

and view higher education as broader than knowledge or skills acquisition alone while focusing 

on the development of each student and our own as educators.  As Kreber (2013, p.45) argues 

higher education should be less focused on what students know and more focused on what 

they are becoming. 
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Colleges as Power Hubs  

It can be lonely as a lecturer.  It is the big secret that no one lets you in on.  While on the one 

hand, you are master or mistress over your kingdom, the classroom, with this autonomy comes 

the realisation that teaching can be quite a solitary endeavour.  As a child protection social 

worker, which was my first professional role, there was a lot of stress, but there was also a 

feeling of ‘being in it together’, as a team, co-working and accompanying each other on home 

visits.  Later, I worked in a new family centre where we connected as we set up a new service 

while also being immersed in my family therapy training which involved lots of group work with 

others which I hugely enjoyed.     

Starting as a lecturer, I noticed a friendliness and warmth between staff that moved beyond 

discipline areas and there was always someone to sit with and chat over coffee.  But nowadays 

the lecturer role feels different.  It seems more demanding as we juggle high teaching loads, 

assessments, course development, administration, student support, placement visits and for 

some of us doctoral studies and research endeavours.  Despite having more technology, we 

have less time and conversations are now just brief chats in the corridor as we rush to the next 

class. 

The desire to provide a fruitful learning environment can also be undermined by pressures 

from the wider context.  With the introduction of semesterisation and modularisation of the 

academic year, it feels like teaching is reduced to bite-sized digestible pieces of knowledge to 

be lodged later in the banking system of education (Freire, 1972) at the end of the semester.  

In my view, this commodification of education leads to the robotisation of the lecturer role.  

There is no time to be sick, to have coffee and a chat and lecturers worry how they will catch 

up if they miss a class.  Snatched conversations at the photocopier become the norm with little 

chance to move beyond brief pleasantries with colleagues once the Academic Term is 

underway.   

This may be symptomatic of the wider cultural and social systems in the western world, where 

being busy and constantly available to others is valued within the digital world.  At other times 

I wonder if there may be something more to this than busy schedules and large class groups.  

I wonder is there something more purposeful to these ways of being that contribute to passivity, 

make us focus on our own needs as individuals while preventing a collective consciousness 

by some academics who want to change their learning and teaching environments. And when 

I am in a lecture and the doors are closed the responsibility rests with me (and the students) 

to have a useful and productive experience.   
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In higher education, the pressures to maintain academic standards within the context of tight 

timeframes and high contact hours weigh heavily on college lecturer’s shoulders.  There are 

also silent pressures.  There are power struggles with other academics or fears about losing a 

module that nestle below the surface of social interactions but is rarely acknowledged or 

spoken about.  Carl Rogers (1995) alludes to these processes and how they prevent lecturers 

being “authentic” with their colleagues: 

“I suppose it is inevitable that there is a considerable amount of one-
upmanship, of showing off one’s knowledge and achievements.  It seems 
important for each Fellow to impress the others, to be a little more assured, 
to be a little more knowledgeable than (he) really is.  I found myself doing 
this same thing-playing a role of having greater certainty and greater 
competence than I really possess” (p.18). 

Within the research process, my focus moved from the student or lecturer to also consider the 

role of the wider political, social, and educational systems have on teaching and learning 

practices.  Responsibility for change does not rest with the educator or student alone and 

organisations may need some “deep changes” that cannot come from various policies or 

procedures but come from possibilities that are “latent within the relations between ourselves 

and our surroundings” (original italics) that we have not yet recognised (Shotter, 2012, pp.6-

7). 

The Social Construction of Education  

In an Irish context to be described as a “know it all” is not meant as a compliment.  As Anderson 

(2012) points out: 

“Words are not mirrors that reflect a fixed meaning; they gain meaning as, 
and how, we use them” (p.10).   

While these words may suggest that someone has wisdom it is meant in a derogatory way 

meaning they are an arrogant person who thinks they know everything.  It is interesting to note, 

that historically, certain individuals (almost always men) were seen to have the answers, to be 

special in terms of the knowledge they possessed and could impart to the other members of 

rural communities.   

The local priest, the bank manager, and the doctor were in this special category of people and 

were lauded for holding expert knowledge on spiritual, financial, and medical matters.  While 

these men were given special status, it was the schoolmaster who was revered for his 

knowledge, authority, and view of the world.   
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Oliver Goldsmith, an Eighteenth-Century poet, reputably from the town where I live (Figure 

3.1), pays homage to this special role in his poem The Deserted Village (Walsh, 1997, p.44) 

where he describes in great detail, this important figure within the local rural community and 

how he was revered for all the knowledge he had: 

 

  

Figure 3.1: Monument to Oliver Goldsmith  

from The Deserted Village (Oliver Goldsmith in Walsh, 1997) 

In arguing too, the parson owned his skill, 

And e’en though vanquished, he could argue still; 

While words of learned length and thund’ring sound, 

Amazed the gazing rustics ranged around; 

And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew, 

That one small head could carry all he knew. 

 

This historically significant role is captured at the Museum of Country Life in Castlebar, Co. 

Mayo as it displays many aspects of rural Ireland in the past.  On a visit to the Museum, I 

noticed a display dedicated to the role of the village schoolmaster within rural Irish society.  
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A photo depicted children waiting on his arrival on their first day back at school after their 

holidays: 

“The schoolmaster was an important figure in the community.  Often a local 
man who had returned to take the position, he might have to endure leaking 
roofs and bored children.  To his pupils, the schoolmaster was a figure of 
authority.  To their parents, he was an educated man, one of the few in the 
community, and a source of information on the wider world” (The Village 
Schoolmaster, 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2: Children waiting for Headmaster to arrive in the classroom, Achill Island, Co. Mayo  

(Fáilte Ireland, 2017) 

Teachers in the past were viewed as possessing knowledge, as experts tasked with imparting 

this knowledge into the minds of students.  Posch (1996) speaks of this dominant culture of 

education which sees society as a static entity, characterised by the idea that knowledge can 

be found within the syllabus, textbooks and displayed in the assessment.  The style of teaching 

is hierarchical, focuses on managing control in the classroom and the transmission of 

knowledge which the student will retain and reproduce later in the exam or assessment.  Ann 

Cunliffe (2004, p.409) says within this traditional teaching model, teachers are asked to 

“deposit information” to students about a world that is out there waiting to be understood 

universally and objectively.  From primary school, pupils are socialised into believing the 

teacher knows best, should not be questioned, and should be respected for their authority.  

These dominant discourses hold that teachers or lecturers have the knowledge and must find 

ways to impart this knowledge into students’ minds in a way that they can reproduce and 

deposit it later in the banking system of education (Freire, 1972).   
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In secondary school, this banking system of education comes into its’ own.  Wells (2015) 

suggests that the standardisation of second-level education has led to students memorising 

information to get the correct answer in an exam but afterwards they remember little and 

understand even less.  This form of teaching and learning begins in primary school, becomes 

more magnified at second level, and is carried into higher-level education and is evident when 

lecturers feel like they are talking at students who sit passively waiting to become recipients of 

knowledge.  As a result, it feels like educative practices are “plagued” with the dominance of 

“linear, monologic learning processes” (Tseliou, Abakoumkin, Kokkini, Nanouri, & Valai, 2016, 

p.154). 

This system of education also impacts in other ways.  Psychotherapy practices are full with 

young people displaying anxiety, not due to a personal flaw, but as a result of pressure from 

an education system that stresses academic performance in examinations, to obtain points for 

a college course, to achieve a qualification in an area that they think they might like to pursue.  

This anxiety is also fed by the wider social system, benevolent questions from neighbours and 

relatives on career aspirations, competition with peers, and an obsessed media who sell 

newspapers by promising the best study skills and career advice.  It is not surprising then, on 

entering college that students take on this socially prescribed role, like cogs in the education 

machine, giving the answers required in examinations but with little ability to think critically or 

be reflexive of themselves.  This was confirmed by some students at the beginning of the 

reflexive learning groups when they admitted that while they had heard about the importance 

of reflexivity many times, when they were asked to reflect they did not know how to do this as 

it was outside of their traditional comfort zone.  As one student said: 

 “I think when we started in first year we were just expected to know… I didn’t 
really know much about reflection at all”. 

I hoped that this alternative approach would give them a different outlook, to see reflexive 

practice as something worthwhile rather than difficult and as something important in terms of 

their personal and professional development.   

From knowledge acquisition to knowledge-building in education 

Historically knowledge and “truth” were possessed by leaders of the Church.  With the 

Enlightenment and secularisation, this moved to viewing scientists as the holders of 

knowledge.  Within this positivist and evidenced-based approach, knowledge is characterised 

as generalisable, individualistic, representational and it presumes a fixed world with theories 

that apply to every situation (Gergen, 2015; Dragonas, Gergen, McNamee & Tseliou, 2015).  

In higher education, there is an overemphasis on the acquisition of knowledge over self-

reflexive processes.  Carl Rogers (1995, p.267) says this focus on “education from the neck 
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up” has serious social consequences.  Therefore, an emphasis on skill development for the 

professional role should not take the place of what Seden (2011) calls a “conscious self-

awareness” which “enables practitioners to be flexible, respond creatively to a crisis while 

understanding that “one size does not fit all” (p.58) in our education processes.    

Education should be focussed on students becoming “critical thinkers” and “moral 

practitioners” (Cunliffe, 2004).  Graduates in social care should be able not just to apply theory 

and use skills in practice but should also focus on building constructive, empathetic and 

therapeutic relationships with those they work with rather than simply “doing care unto them” 

(McCann-James, 2013, p.374).  But current education systems certainly in the Western World, 

emphasise learning models that focus on preparation for standardised exams, employability 

of students which stifle critical thinking and creative teaching, leaving little space for the 

diversity and different life experiences of students (Stewart & McClure, 2013).  In traditional 

teaching and learning contexts, there is the belief that knowledge can be possessed inside 

individual minds and simply transmitted within relationships of asymmetrical quality between 

“expert educators” and “ignorant learners” (Gergen & Wortham, 2001, p.155). 

I became increasingly frustrated with this type of teaching and learning and I wanted to have 

more lively discussions and help students engage in self-reflexivity for practice contexts.  I 

realised that students were not the only ones constrained by these education structures and 

roles.  I had also learnt the importance of getting things right, having all the answers and being 

the expert.  These dominant and unhelpful discourses followed me around, making me fearful 

of showing vulnerability or my softer self to students.  Carl Rogers (1995) points out that these 

traditional education structures do not invite feelings, sensitivities or the personal contexts of 

student and educator: 

“But we have been schooled for years to stress only the cognitive, to avoid 
any feeling connected with learning.  We have been denying a most 
important part of ourselves, and the awful split I have described is one result.  
Another result is that the excitement has, in large measure, gone out of 
education-even though no one can take the excitement out of real learning” 
(p.268).  

bell hooks (1994) is critical of what she terms the objectification of the lecturer and the split of 

mind and body that she says came from bourgeois educational structures.  This separation 

means that in terms of the “self” once in the academic role it was: 

 “…emptied out the moment the threshold was crossed, leaving in place only 
an objective mind-free of experiences and biases.  There was the fear that 
conditions of that self would interfere with the teaching process” (pp.16-17). 
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With this objectification comes grand narratives of what constitutes a “good lecturer”, someone 

who can manage a group, is an expert, know what to say, and has the answers.  Like uninvited 

guests, these discourses came into my classroom, paralysing me, or contributing to my anxiety, 

leaving me questioning at times if I could continue at all as a lecturer.  To the outsider, this 

probably went unnoticed.  I was very prepared, came across as knowledgeable and students 

enjoyed how I related theory to my practice.  But this was only part of the story.  At times I was 

agitated, stressed, often exhausted from dealing with these unhelpful stories covering up my 

anxiety, while picking myself up and going to another lecture.  I wanted to enjoy the teaching 

more, to have some “craic” with students and most importantly relax into my work without 

seeing it as so “deadly serious” (White & Epston, 1990).   

I wondered why it was that in my psychotherapy practice I could embrace a not-knowing 

position, inviting clients as collaborators with expertise on their situation (Anderson & 

Goolishian, 1992) into the process but could not invoke the same approach in my teaching.  A 

systemic social constructionist position deconstructs the idea that : 

 “…the expertise is held in one party in the relationship and the other is 
positioned as passive learner in need of help” (Simon, 2016, p.172). 

But a difference is that university and college institutions bear the hallmarks of a historical 

legacy of education.  This historical context meant professors delivered knowledge from a 

podium to a passive audience, and the student’s role was to “imitate the professors’ thoughts” 

with little requirement for colleges to provide an environment that would facilitate students to 

be critically reflexive and learn through a “joint inquiry process” (Levin & Greenwood, 2008, p. 

103).  Harlene Anderson (2012) sees the importance of challenging grand narratives in 

education regarding the assumptions around knowledge:  

“We are born, live and educated within all-inclusive, monopolizing, and 
mostly invisible grand knowledge narratives, universal truths, and dominant 
discourses that we take for granted.  The authority and conventions of these 
can seduce us into practices that are out of sync with contemporary societies 
and can be alien to the people we work with” (pp.9-10). 

In contrast to this classical view, systemic social constructionism sees knowledge and learning 

as emerging through dialogical, narrative, and collaborative practices with others in everyday 

movements leading to embodied response and understanding (Cunliffe, 2004, p.410).  Within 

this approach, all knowledge put forward is culturally and contextually situated and value-

laden.  Language and words do not represent objective truths but serve as a way in which 

relationality can occur in a classroom with student and educator making meaning together in 

joint action.  Educators and education systems need to pay more attention to delivering 

knowledge that is contextually situated and be keenly tuned into the values underpinning the 



42 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

curricula (Gergen, 2015).  Rather than focusing on the individual alone, education practices 

can be more participatory, systemic, and collaborative with a greater emphasis on group rather 

than individual learning, with the lecturer also being part of the process with students. 

Within a social constructionist position, knowledge is not a fixed reproducible entity, but is 

always moving, always responsive to the other and constantly changing.  Old ways of imparting 

knowledge and testing students on what they remember are no longer useful and an emphasis 

should be placed on “knowledge-making” not “knowledge absorption” (Gergen et al, 2015, 

p.xii) as knowledge is always tentative, contextual and has consequences for other human 

beings (Wells, 2015).  At the beginning of the reflexive learning groups within the new module 

I set out this onto-epistemological position by saying we would be engaged in knowledge-

building together: 

“I’m not going to be the real teacher-teacher.  We’re going to work out things 
together”… 

“So, you’re all helping me with some research I’m doing about trying to find 
out ways for us to be more reflexive together.   Rather than coming in and 
me talking at you and you sitting there...” 

But this approach was not simply about me completing research.  It had also to do with the 

role I feel education needs to play in contemporary societies.  Education should not be just 

about acquiring theoretical knowledge or skills.  There should be much more to it than this.  In 

the social care realm, graduates should be sensitive, caring, empathetic and reflexive of 

themselves and others including the systems within which they and their clients are located 

within.  Good grades alone do not guarantee this.  

Traditional teaching methods may not be useful in this endeavour as these qualities and ways 

of relating to clients and others can only be fostered in a more dialogical learning space that 

encourages discursive practices in the classroom (Meijers, 2013).  Within these groups, I was 

able to deconstruct some of the dominant stories, around education practice, look for gaps and 

re-author alternative stories (White & Epston, 1990; Freedman & Combs, 1996) of student and 

lecturer.  We engaged in a more collaborative, meaning-making process together which 

brought many benefits to our learning and practice with others.  

Dialogical exchanges in the classroom 

Social constructionism questions the notion of the “individual” as a unified self that is a static 

entity.  Instead, individuals have many different selves that show up in different ways, in 

different contexts and in relationship with those around them.  Central to this is the idea that 

people are always engaged in meaning-making with others (Simon & Whitfield, 2000) and the 
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context and discourses that they are acting out of inform these exchanges. So, in the education 

field, a social constructionist viewpoint is interested in what is happening between the lecturer 

and students in the moment in class, the context, the stories and roles they are both recruited 

into from within the dominant discourses in society.  Cunliffe & Eriksen (2011) drawing on the 

work of Bakhtin (1984, 1986) focus on using dialogical communication rather than monological 

communication in their work: 

“Dialogism means talking with people not to them, understanding that 
meaning emerges in the specific moments of responsive conversation 
between people, and that everything that is said is in relation to “others”: 
other people, other ideas and other conversations” (p.1434).    

Relational social constructionism invites consideration of knowing and reflecting not as 

something that occurs inside minds, but as a dialogic process of meaning-making that emerges 

through conversations with others (Corlett, 2012) rather than seeing knowledge as a 

separation between “knower” and “not-knower” (Anderson, 2012, p.10).  John Shotter 

encourages a move from Cartesian anxiety and the need to talk with certainty on a topic and 

to instead embrace uncertainty and think partially “as a way of feeling one’s way forward in the 

present moment, in the present situation” (2012, p.5).  But I wondered how I might manage 

this more fluid emerging learning context with students and let go of the need to know what to 

do next in the teaching session.  Once again John Shotter suggested some ways that I could 

manage these tensions: 

“…we must gradually feel our way forward, guided by the incipient sensing 
of dissatisfactions and satisfactions as we move this-way-and-that in groping 
towards the final actualization of an appropriate action” (2012, p.6). 

Imagine what college classrooms might be like if the lecturer and student were more 

responsive to each other, were busy co-creating and building knowledge together instead of 

going through the usually predictable motions.  In the reflexive learning groups, this time the 

process itself was the focus of our learning.  I learnt to relinquish all the responsibility and 

control for learning, and I saw all participants within the group as having expertise (Anderson 

& Goolishian, 1992) especially when being reflexive of their own life experiences.  I de-

constructed the notion that I was the expert holding all the knowledge: 

“I’m not sitting here at all as an expert because I learn all the time with 
students and clients…. there might be something you’ll say that I’ll think ‘that 
might work with someone I’m working with’ … So, it’s a different style… As 
opposed to we (lecturers) have the knowledge, and we’re giving you the 
knowledge and you’re taking it down….in an exam that you know it or in a 
reflection you know what to say” 



44 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

bell hooks (1994) acknowledges that as most educators and students have experienced 

traditional teaching methods, a change to this more radical pedagogy cannot just happen.  

Instead, everybody’s involvement in the process is acknowledged and the idea that the lecturer 

is responsible for all that goes on in the classroom is deconstructed.  Within the process, I 

explained this saying:  

“We don’t know exactly what’s going to come up.  I don’t know.  I’ve only 
written down a few themes, cause we want to see what emerges, there isn’t 
an exact script…. there isn’t a script at all” 

As we engaged with each other, we negotiated, moved, changed in response to each other as 

student or lecturer.  Cunliffe & Eriksen (2011) point out that: 

 “Dialogic ways of talking require that we do not talk about something to 
others, but work with them in negotiating and shaping a sense of what might 
be happening and what we need to do” (p.1444).  

John Shotter (1993) speaks of the dialogical and joint activity that happens when one-person 

encounters another and is affected by them.  Stewart & McClure (2013) say that Paolo Freire’s 

work suggests that education processes should be liberating experiences where students and 

educators build relationships with each other based on a dialogic pedagogy.  Referring also to 

the work of Bakhtin (1981, 1984), they say that rather than seeing the relationship between 

student and lecturer within the usual power structures, his ideas on the blurring of roles during 

the time of Carnival could be relevant to education also.  Classrooms would then be viewed as 

more equitable environments and relationships with students would be based on dialogic, 

collaborative and equal partnerships. 

Challenges of collaborative dialogical reflexive teaching  

Dealing with the unknown  

A relationally responsive social constructionist view sees learning as an embodied response 

to what is happening around us in relationship to others (Cunliffe, 2004) and is a dialogical, 

dialectical approach that views “implicit knowing from within” (Cunliffe, 2008, p.33).  But this 

was not easy for me.  While in theory, I favoured a social constructionist emergent approach 

to teaching, I wondered in practice how I would adapt and deal with this alternative form of 

teaching while being outside my comfort zone where I have a structure and a prescribed role 

to step into in my teaching.  Rather than the usual “ordered” activities in a lecture such as 

PowerPoint presentations and case examples, I was more interested in the “more disorderly, 

unaccountable chaotic activity” (Shotter, 1993, p.18) and what might emerge between us in 

these groups.  
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There were other concerns too.  I wondered how I could balance the provision of a learning 

space that was dialogical, collaborative, and emergent while also adhering to curriculum and 

assessment processes.  Tseliou (2007) in her work found it useful to alternate between the 

unstructured nature of emergent polyphonic dialogue and a teaching structure and navigated 

this successfully by selecting carefully the teaching concept and the material she chose for the 

group teaching session.  I wondered how I would manage student expectations that I would 

lead the session and be responsible for what would happen within the hour and how they would 

feel about seeing me as uncertain and not all-knowing.  How would they respond to me not 

having exact answers to their practice dilemmas or concerns about going on placement and 

what to do in a certain practice situation?  Bolton (2014) points to the importance of “not 

knowing” in education saying:  

“We learn by doing, through the very struggle to make our own judgements, 
not being told where, when and how to turn, who to trust, and what is the 
correct path.  The reflective educative process is one of each individual 
constantly asking why of everything from the individual case to the running 
of the whole organisation” (p.4). 

But I realised as a systemic psychotherapist and experienced lecturer I did have some 

expertise in facilitating conversations that I could draw on within this process.  A Not Knowing 

Approach (Anderson & Goolishian 1992; Anderson, 2012) emphasises that people are experts 

on their own lives and encourages professionals to bring their knowledge and ideas into the 

conversation but in a tentative rather than self-assured way, to introduce ideas and see if they 

fit for the other person who is also participating in the dialogue.  As a lecturer, I realised I could 

share my expertise with students and invite them into a conversation with me as collaborators 

and dialogical partners within the learning process.   

Taking risks like these in teaching can make us feel exposed or out of control but it can also 

mean as educators we are more energised and students are more engaged (Reed, 2010).  

Certainly, as I viewed the videos afterwards I was struck by the engagement of students 

throughout the process as they listened and were responsive to each other with no yawning 

or blank faces in sight!  As the weeks progressed I found I relaxed into the group process and 

found that students when given the space, engaged and led the discussion without the need 

for me to be the expert.  Within a dialogic model of teaching, we have an open mind regarding 

how the lecture will turn out and while we have some learning objectives for the session the 

learning happens with and from students (Stewart & McClure, 2013, p.94).   

When I thought about this more I realised I never really know what might emerge in a class at 

a certain time.  Great plans sometimes fall flat while a fleeting remark or a question may spark 

a rich conversation that could never have been predicted or will ever again be replicated in the 
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same way.  These mysterious moments occur and the teaching veers in a different direction.  

Anderson (2012) speaks of dealing with the uncertainty within the therapeutic process: 

“Neither can know the path a story will take, how it will unfold, and what 
newness will emerge.  The path itself detours along the way as surprises in 
the endless shifts of talking together appear during the process.  What is 
created is different from and more than what could have been created by 
one without the other” (p.19).   

Like in therapy, as lecturers we are also conversational partners with students.  We need to 

cope with uncertainty, take risks to be able to respond within a moment.  Certainly, within the 

group process, there were many times that I had to steady myself, think and reorient myself in 

response to another person or object within the classroom.   

Relational ethics and teaching practice  

From an ethical point of view, there are concerns associated with dialogical and relationally 

reflexive teaching processes.  When an open dialogue is encouraged people can disclose 

personal stories to others within a group but later regret sharing this information.  Aponte (1994) 

sets out some guidelines for managing some of these dilemmas in the context of personal 

development training for psychotherapy students and these assisted me in the setting up of a 

safe learning context.  They included explaining the nature of the programme and getting 

acceptance from trainees in advance, making it clear that trainers and trainees are not entering 

a treatment contract and if psychotherapy is required trainees are asked to pursue this with 

the assistance of the trainer.  In terms of the content that is discussed trainees volunteer 

information, they are happy to share, and confidentiality is discussed at the outset of the 

training group.   

In addition to these concerns, I wondered how much information I should disclose about myself 

as a group participant but also as the lecturer associated with these groups.  I wondered how 

personal I should get and worried I might leave myself open to ridicule by some students.  

Posch (1996) argues that a dialogical framework sees learning as a more collaborative space 

built on trust, which views the student as being able to manage themselves, and the lecturer 

being able to take risks, cope with uncertainty, and give over some of their control.  This 

relational risk-taking (Mason, 2005) is in keeping with the turn in systemic theory and practice 

from First Order Cybernetics to more contemporary collaborative approaches.  Janine Roberts 

speaks of the dangers and possibilities of self-disclosures in therapy and extends this to the 

teaching realm.   
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Like me, she questions what it means for her and participants when she shares her personal 

stories but also views these occurrences as opening conversations:  

“In presenting seminars and workshops ... I have been struck by how my 
disclosures about dilemmas I have faced often opens up possibilities for 
participants to take risks and expand their learning about family therapy 
concepts and therapeutic process” (2005, p.47). 

bell hooks (1994, p.21) argues that educators cannot expect students to share their own 

experiences in a group if they are not prepared to do this also.  By bringing in our own 

experiences, dilemmas and struggles and locating them in practice means we are not acting 

as “all-knowing, silent interrogators”.  While initially concerned about this risk-taking and at 

times concerned about “going public” (Anderson, 1997) with my thoughts, feelings or 

experiences with students I resisted the modernist pull to be in control and as Anne Hedvig 

Vedeler (2016, p.61) suggests I occupied a more emergent and fluid emotional space as a 

learner within the process rather than their teacher.   

Summary 

This section discussed the education philosophy and practices students have been immersed 

in within education systems constructed over hundreds of years.  It describes these contextual 

factors and how they frame teaching and learning in higher education with reference to 

literature relevant to teaching and learning, philosophy, and systemic social constructionism.  

There are traditional and dominant discourses around education that view lecturers as experts 

and containers of knowledge, that they must empty into the minds of students leaving little 

space for creative and reflexive teaching processes.  Traditional narratives on teaching are 

questioned here as is the lecturer role which is not “to entertain” but to view performance as a 

reciprocal act that occurs between us in the classroom rather than: 

 “…performers in the traditional sense of the word in that our work is not 
meant to be a spectacle.  Yet it is meant to serve as a catalyst that calls 
everyone to become more and more engaged, to become active participants 
in learning” (hooks, 1994, p.11).   

To counteract and deconstruct dominant narratives in education I focused on literature that 

encouraged a more dialogical, reciprocal way of teaching more in keeping with the focus on 

and relationally reflexive teaching and learning practices encouraged within this study. 
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Part Three: Method of Inquiry  

 

 

Figure 4.1: The path is not always clear  

(Near Cononley, Yorkshire, 17th March 2019).  

Running and Writing as a Method of Inquiry  

I travel to Yorkshire to meet Gail for supervision in the hope that I can make 

some sense of all the material I have gathered.  It is useful to have the time to 

think, though the knot in my stomach suggests I am worried about getting 

back into the writing.  Somebody told me that the most difficult part is getting 

going again, finding where you left off the last time, finding the new thread.  

But this feeling reminds me of something else.  Like when I haven’t been 

running for a while and I feel like I won’t be able to get going again.  These 

voices of uncertainty are silenced simply by putting on the battered shoes and 

going.  Lisen warns against thinking too much and tells me to “just write”.  I 

run through lovely Cononley admiring those gorgeous yellow brick houses, up 

the steep hill but can go no further as the road is flooded.  This heavy rain 

means a different route today.  As I put one foot in front of the other, and 

reorient myself once again, later on, in the same way, I take out the laptop 

and begin to write.  I see a bit of a path forward and it is in the writing (and 

running) once again I begin to see through the confusion. 
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Chapter Four  

A Rich Methodology is (like) a Piece of Cake. 
 

Introduction 

As a postmodernist practitioner researcher, I was keen to choose a method of inquiry that 

would fit with the objectives of this research.  While there were many methodologies to choose 

from, as I wished to focus in on my practice as well as that of students’, a Reflexive Inquiry 

was in keeping with the onto-epistemological position of this research.  This section discusses 

the merits of this form of inquiry in that it also offered me a space to be reflexive of the group 

process with social care students.  This approach which included a layering of student voices 

with my own provided a bricolage of rich research material which is showcased in the next part 

of this thesis.  This section ends with an invitation to other educators, to consider the adoption 

of practitioner relational reflexive as a methodology when inquiring into their practice. 

Post-postmodernist research  

Social scientists within a positivist tradition, assume that there is a truth or reality that can be 

studied objectively, and by using empirical methods these phenomena can be tested and 

replicated seamlessly in other contexts (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  In a traditional positivist 

inquiry, reality or truth is uncovered by using replicable methods that are uncontaminated by 

the researcher.  While quantitative methods traditionally fitted within this empiricism, Elizabeth 

St. Pierre (2014) points out that qualitative methods also attempted to provide an exact 

structure and research design “with its own rules and regularities for producing objects of 

knowledge, including people” to be seen as “scientific” (p.6).  

Lather & St. Pierre (2013) discuss the move towards post-postmodern inquiry where in contrast 

to positivist methods, research encourages researchers to be subjective, to get involved, get 

messy, be reflexive of themselves and embrace subjectivity (Guba & Lincoln, 2008; Simon, 

2014).  It encourages a movement from deeply held beliefs to embracing more fluid meanings 

with an awareness that there are no endpoints but anticipations of what is yet to come in the 

process.  Rather than discovering results applicable to other situations, Guba & Lincoln (2008, 

p.272) say they are interested in: 

 “…the single experience, the individual crisis, the epiphany or moment of 
discovery, with that most powerful of all threats to conventional objectivity, 
feeling and emotion”. 

Instead of merely representing others and their lives, Russell & Kelly (2002) say this form of 

inquiry focuses on relationality where the subjectivity of the researcher is celebrated and the 
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social systems of both researcher and participant inform the process.  Within this ontological 

position, researchers are also part of the process, not objective observers looking in on others 

from a distance.  The researcher gets involved with others, responds to them, seeks clarity, 

and changes their position because of feedback from others including non-human matter.  

Within the research process described here, there were many examples of times when I 

responded, took a different approach, repositioned myself in response to students and the 

other matter in the room.  For example, when some spoke of their experiences of being cared 

for I felt I wanted to respond to them within that moment and shared my memories of breakfast 

time growing up and the care my mother showed me.  I was tuned into the relational goings-

on between us in the reflexive learning groups which were not easily anticipated or scripted 

but were relational or orientational problems (Shotter, 2012) that could not be dealt with in 

formulaic ways leading to certain replicable outcomes: 

“…the outcomes of our inquiries as practitioners are not to be measured in 
terms of their end points-in terms of their objective outcomes-but in terms of 
what we learn along the way in the course of the unfolding movements they 
led us into making” (Shotter, 2012, p.1).  

Adopting a social constructionist (McNamee & Gergen, 1992; Shotter, 1993; Burr, 1995) post-

postmodern approach in my research, I felt more able to: 

 “…forge a direct link between intellectual knowledge and moment-to-
moment personal and social action, so that the inquiry contributes directly to 
the flourishing of human persons, their communities and the ecosystems of 
which they are part” (Reason & Torbert, 2001, p.5).   

I was tuned into my position with students within the research process and adopted a critical 

and transparent approach to the material as it emerged moment to moment while leaving 

myself open “to experiment with what is yet to come, to summon those still missing people” 

(St. Pierre, 2014, p.15).  Within this process, our focus was simply on a moment in time, one 

that could not be replicated again in another situation in an exact way.  Within a social 

constructionist epistemology, there is no one truth waiting to be discovered or a definitive 

solution to be found that can be replicated in every situation.  Instead, local knowledge is made 

visible and appreciated and research endeavours are productive in terms of their usefulness 

to participants and relevance to their communities.  The research process is fluid, emergent 

and goes on between people, in their relationship with each other through linguistic and social 

processes.  Anderson (2014, p.71) notes that a collaborative and dialogical research process 

can act like a “springboard” for many other opportunities that can emerge for participants 

outside of the process.  Certainly, within this process, there are many examples of how our 

experience together acted as a springboard or spiralled into other areas of our lives such as 
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our practice contexts or professional development.  A social constructionist approach to the 

practice of inquiry is contextual, generative and a dynamic process: 

“This is a proactive approach to research developed through coordinated 
activities among those involved (researcher and participants).  Together, 
through imaginative and creative processes, participants generate 
alternatives that construct new knowledge that is sensitive to the specific 
context and useful for those involved” (Camargo-Borges, 2017, p.94). 

Rather than seeking certainty, research within a social constructionist epistemology, focuses 

on the possibilities of creating different understandings of the world, constructing new 

meanings and realities with others through engagement with them and the environment 

(McNamee, 2014).  This does not mean that there are no guidelines for conducting this form 

of research.  General quality criteria for postmodern research have been put forward by Tracy 

(2010) and Gail Simon (2018) has specifically focused on quality within systemic research and 

practice in her development of guidance for practitioner research.  Bodiford & Camargo-Borges 

(2014, p.5) describe their Designing Research Model which encompasses a social 

constructionist epistemology and links theory and daily practice within research 

methodologies.  They discuss several principles of this approach which include viewing 

research design as relational and collaborative and needing to be useful, generative, organic 

and dynamic while also appreciating the multiple connections made and the complexity of 

creating knowledge between people within a research process.   

Researcher reflexivity  

Wanda Pillow (2015) provides a useful overview of the movement towards reflexivity within 

qualitative inquiry.  Located in the 1990’s around feminist concerns regarding a researcher’s 

representations of participants, and the power imbalances between researcher and 

researched, reflexivity turned the tables and the focus became on the responsibilities of 

researchers, their subjective positions and the reciprocal relationships with participants within 

the research process.  With that came a move towards confessional accounts of researchers 

within ethnographic studies.  Reflexivity within the research domain is described by Guba & 

Lincoln (2008, p.278) as a: 

“…conscious experiencing of the self as both inquirer and respondent, as 
teacher and learner, as one coming to know the self within the processes of 
research itself”  

As social scientists locate themselves within a post-postmodern inquiry phase, they become 

concerned regarding the benefits of research endeavours for others, the power relationships 

and inequalities that exist, and the position adopted by researchers when respondents speak 

about personal and upsetting situations (Pillow, 2015).  This contrasts with a traditional 
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qualitative inquiry which focused on getting to know the Other or giving them a voice.  Within 

this form of inquiry, there was still the potential for dominance by the researcher as they tried 

to interpret and represent the participant’s actions.  According to Krumer-Nero & Sidi (2012), 

this led to the person being represented as a fixed object with studies presented as truth and 

having an endpoint.  These research methods that seem to represent the views of respondents 

were accepted as a given within the academy and still led to the representation of others.  

Barad (2007, p.360) shows the folly of continuing such endeavours:  

“…we can no longer see our way through the game of smoke of mirrors 
that representationalism has become. Like a good magician, 
representationalism would have us focus on what seems to be evidently 
given, hiding the very practices that produce the illusion of givenness”. 

Research that leads to Othering ignores a participant’s perspective, their context, their history 

while the text is presented as objective and authorless (Krumer-Nero & Sidi, 2012).  In 

comparison, writing against Othering differs as: 

“It returns the participant and her history to the foreground; it is contextual, 
specific, and particular; it is written out of a situated position and uses 
reflexivity as an organizing principle” (Krumer-Nero & Sidi, 2012, p.300). 

While Interpretivism saw the researcher making sense of social action by remaining external 

as an objective outsider to what was being studied (Schwandt, 2000), after the interpretive 

turn, this objectivity was questioned in terms of the power differences between researcher and 

participant and researcher reflexivity took on greater importance (Pillow, 2003).   

In contrast to traditional research methodology, models adopting a social constructionist 

reflexive inquiry have several aspects to them. Pillow (2003) says these include the need to 

pay attention to the lived experiences, the context and social position of each person, to the 

researcher role, the construction of the study, and the implications of these on the research 

outcomes.  This requires honesty and awareness of what the researcher brings to the research 

and means researchers should engage in ethical mindfulness at every stage of the research 

process making visible uncomfortable ethical dilemmas that emerge within the research 

(Bowtell, Sawyer, Aroni, Green & Duncan, 2013).   

This corresponds with the movement within systemic theory and practice from a First Order 

Cybernetic view of observing the family system, to a Second Order position, influenced by the 

work of Maturana & Varela where practitioners are seen as part of the system (Chard, 2014).  

Therefore, systemic researchers, are not outsiders looking in a disinterested or neutral way 

(Houston, 2008) as with a first-order modernist epistemology but are also part of the process 

with their participants and are witnesses to them.   
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As Wanda Pillow (2019, p.121) explains: 

“Research adds additional layers to witnessing relationships: the researcher 
who gathers and hears testimony and/or witnesses affects and effects of 
words, actions, policies whether in the present or in archival pasts; the 
person who provides testimony, who provides witnessing of an event, issue, 
time period or context; the researcher who re-encounters witnessings while 
recording, analysing, writing; and the audience, readers, which may include 
the subjects themselves, who experience witnessing via reading, viewing 
research and whose experiences and interpretations may change with each 
encounter over time”. 

As a systemic social constructionist psychotherapist, a method of inquiry that could 

encapsulate systemic theory and practice principles was particularly appealing to me as it fitted 

with the orientation I take with clients.  Gail Simon (2014, p.5) says that research based on 

systemic principles sees the research process as a: 

“…mutual shaping in which researchers and co-researchers are changed by 
each other and by activities; in turn, the research methods and activities also 
evolve through the influence of researchers and co-researchers”.   

Within systemic research and practice, the ability of the researcher to engage in ongoing 

reflexivity of themselves, their position with others and engage in a co-construction of multiple 

realities with others is valued.  The situating of research within a contextual framework that 

includes social, cultural, and political systems is emphasised and was important for my study 

as I feel the influence of education and social systems on my practice as an educator daily.  

Rhodes (2009, p.655) says this engagement in reflexive research, is a response to concerns 

regarding the representation of others or providing one view of the world or one truth.  Instead, 

researchers using self-reflexivity, avoid “narcissism” and “arrogance”, and gather multiple 

perspectives while viewing research as a creative transgressive process rather than a truth-

gathering or reporting activity.  

These ideas fitted for me, as the ontological position adopted within the research needed to 

be based on a dialogical, collaborative, and social constructionist epistemology.  Reflexive 

Inquiry provided this as I was aware of the impact of my assumptions on the process, my own 

biases, that I could write in the first person and write about my experiences of the process 

(Cunliffe, 2003).  It meant that I was interested in: 

“…the patterns of feeling, interpretation and action that we, and others, are 
experiencing in a relational system. When we practise reflexivity we become 
responsible and accountable for our choices, our actions, and our 
contributions to a relational system” (Oliver, 2004, p.127).  
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As this study has a systemic social constructionist onto-epistemology it was important to 

capture multiple accounts and different perspectives in different ways throughout the process. 

It was not for me to present my account as a truth, a definitive picture of what had happened.  

Instead, I resisted the potential for Othering by capturing student voices within the room, their 

feedback afterwards and in their reflexive diaries after each session.  There are countless 

examples of pieces of dialogue that provoked my reflexivity as a researcher and as an 

educator.  This reflexivity meant as a researcher I was upfront about my feelings, history, 

thoughts and even bodily responses and these guarded me against the potential of Othering 

(Krumer-Nero & Sidi, 2012) by seeing each person’s account as uniquely personal but always 

partial.  However, this reflexivity brought some uncomfortable moments for me that I had to 

learn to navigate.  When some students spoke of their experiences of caring for others I heard 

the uncensored wobble in my voice as I recounted my personal story of looking after my brother 

Niall.  Times when I made mistakes or when things did not go to plan were not covered over 

to create the illusion as “some kind of perfect” but were potential gems and encouraged others 

to speak of their dilemmas, experiences and concerns about their practice.   

The research group process  

As part of the two social care courses at the Institute, students were required to take a 

Placement Preparation module before going on their practice placements.  Within the 

traditional module topics such as professional conduct, boundaries, safe practice, and use of 

supervision were discussed in class.  Students were then required to demonstrate they had 

developed certain competencies relevant to social care work such as communication skills, 

relationship-building, application of theory to practice when on placement through writing 

reflections on each competency.  As part of the assessment process, they uploaded these 

reflections evidencing their use of these skills on a learning platform called Student Diary Pro.  

At the end of the placement, these reflections were graded and added to the pass/fail grade 

given by their placement supervisor in the placement agency.  The level of skill students were 

required to demonstrate was commensurate with the stage they were at in terms of their 

academic learning and placement experience (Appendix E). 

For several years I had delivered these Placement Preparation modules and had a mixed 

experience of them.  The competencies focused on skills required for the social care worker 

role which was useful but there was little if any, reflection on the student themselves, their 

background or family experiences and the possible impact of these on their practice with 

clients.  I wanted to develop an alternative model of reflection and preparation for their practice 

that would have a more systemic and relational focus.  With this research idea in mind, I 

approached a Head of Department requesting that I facilitate an alternative reflexive learning 
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group process as part of my doctoral studies while the traditional module would also run 

concurrently for those not wishing to take part in the module I was developing. 

Despite some initial concerns regarding the recruitment of enough participants, the opposite 

occurred and out of sixty-three third-year students, over thirty students wanted to take part.  

Due to the allocation of my teaching hours and my desire to keep groups small to enhance 

reflexivity, I had to limit the process to two groups with a maximum of fifteen students in each.  

The selection of participants was made by accepting the first fifteen students who could commit 

to class time and presented with signed Consent Forms (Appendix D) at a scheduled time 

twenty fours after the Information Sheets had been distributed.  Research with the two third-

year groups referred to as the Green and Blue Groups was conducted from September 2017 

to mid-January 2018.   

Towards the end of their placement, students are invited to return to college for a Placement 

Review Day to review their learning while on placement.  This is usually a way of encouraging 

the integration of skills and experience from placement within their overall learning.  As part of 

the research design, on these days I held another videotaped session with each group to 

explore how the process affected their practice, to support them on their placement journey 

and review their experience of the research process itself and how it impacted on their practice.  

This gave me a space to reflect on the group process with students after the group had finished 

so we could reflect-on-action (Schön, 1983).  These reviews took place in early December 

2017 and provided useful feedback to me on the entire process, course content and my 

teaching practice, before facilitating a similar group with first-year social care students in 

January 2018.  This first-year group referred to as the Red Group, consisted of thirteen 

students and took place from January 2018 to May 2018.  As part of the process, students 

wrote reflexive diaries that focused on the themes of each session and submitted a final piece 

for grading at the end of their placement (see Appendix F) and also attended the Placement 

Review Day towards the end of their placement.   

An ethical inquiry 

A post-postmodern approach to research views all methods of inquiry as open to being 

challenged, as there are no universal truths or rules, and in contrast to traditional positivist 

methodologies emphasises values as a major focus in research (Guba & Lincoln, 2008).  This 

axiology is deeply embedded within this study in terms of my choice of topic, the theories 

utilised, the method of inquiry and collection of research material where ethics are not seen as 

something to pay attention to as an “add-on” but ethics are the “guiding light” throughout the 

research process (Simon, 2014, p.16).  Therefore, there were two main ethical contexts which 

I needed to be constantly aware of within the entire research process.  Firstly, there were the 
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ethical issues around conducting research using a group process with social care students 

and secondly the ethics referring to practical aspects of research or what Tracy (2010) refers 

to as procedural ethics that needed to be addressed throughout. 

After obtaining ethical approval from the two Ethics Committees at the University of 

Bedfordshire and the Higher Education Institute, I was still cognisant of how the groups might 

evolve and the need to deal with ethical issues before, during and after the process in terms 

of student well-being, data collection and storage.  Like any training group, preparation was 

key and as the facilitator, I had to make sure that participants felt that they were in a safe and 

secure environment (Totsuka, 2014) before any meaningful conversation could take place.  To 

ensure this I met with all third-year and first-year students on the social care course I had 

chosen, to outline the research focus, what form it would take and to distribute Information 

Sheets and Consent Forms.  Students were given twenty-four hours to consider if they would 

like to take part in the research and an alternative module of Placement Preparation than the 

traditional one offered within the curriculum.  They were advised that they could take part in 

the traditional module of Placement Preparation if they did not wish to engage with this one or 

if they changed their mind during the process.  Information regarding confidentiality and data 

protection issues were also outlined in the Information Sheet (Appendix C). 

I was conscious of managing the dual roles of lecturer and researcher throughout the process 

and was aware of the distinction that Simon (2020) makes between activities related to my 

professional role as a lecturer and those related to the researcher role.  As a researcher, I 

wanted to recruit enough participants, but I could not pressurise or incentivise them, as an 

insider researcher with a “fragile mandate” (Houston, 2008, p.149) from students.  While 

students gave consent to be involved this did not guarantee actual participation or engagement 

in the process so I used my professional expertise as an educator and a systemic 

psychotherapist to create a collaborative space where students would feel committed to each 

other and the process.  Across the groups in terms of feedback from students, their attendance 

and participation compared more favourably than my experiences of the traditional Placement 

Preparation module. 

In terms of the professional role as a lecturer, I had to teach and prepare students for 

placement as well as grade the module assessment.  My researcher role activities included 

the collection of research material, the reviewing of the sessions and diaries afterwards and 

finding ways to organise and present the research material in an engaging and informative 

way for others.  While holding these roles simultaneously at times was stressful I managed it 

by engaging in ongoing reflexivity and being transparent with students regarding which activity 

or role I was privileging in each moment.   
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Great Expectations 

At the beginning of the group process, I wanted to get a picture of what students might expect 

from this type of training module.  Some had no expectations but hoped that they could learn 

something from participating in it that they could use in the future.  Anna a third-year student 

said: 

“I’ve absolutely no expectations.  I’m coming in with a complete open mind, 
if I learn something from it or take something positive from it that I can use 
fair enough, after that nothing, no expectations. 

In the first session of each group, I concentrated on “warming the context” (Burnham, 2005) 

so that we would feel safe to explore and reflect on our personal and lived experiences.  I drew 

attention to this when I introduced the idea that this was a closed group and a safe place: 

“You saw what I was doing, limiting the group to a certain number of 
people…and limiting people to the same times as what traditionally happens 
people come in and out and we want to have a certain kind of dynamic, 
where people feel safe”. 

While I wanted to create a context where students felt that they were free to speak, I also 

wanted to make sure that they knew there were limits to confidentiality.  Newbury & Hoskins 

(2016) say that one of the challenges of relational teaching is dealing with emotional safety 

and advise lecturers discuss this with their students at the outset of the teaching.  Taking this 

into account at the first session with each group, we set some group rules together which 

included being non-judgemental, respectful, and empathetic of others and that participants 

should be committed and aware that they “can’t just pop in and out of” the process.  Like 

Newbury & Hoskins (2016) suggest we also discussed what should happen if somebody did 

get upset when we discussed various topics.  One student remarked that if this happened the 

person should be: 

“…able to talk to us about being upset.  If they’re upset, they’re upset but like 
it’s better to say you’re upset than pretend that you’re not upset”. 

Despite some initial worry on my part, these ground-clearing activities (Jones, 2010) and this 

context-setting appeared to be a valuable investment in preparing us for the work we would do 

together as several students remarked that they liked that the group was small, that 

confidentiality had been emphasised and they enjoyed speaking of their experiences and 

listening to those of others.  One student in their feedback after the first session remarked: 

“Liked that general rules were decided early on.  That all was explained clearly.  

That Karen is part of the group rather than lecturer” (Feedback, Session 1) 
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From an ethical viewpoint given we were discussing experiences on placement in smaller 

groups, I felt it was likely that child protection or safeguarding concerns might emerge.  The 

limits to confidentiality concerning the safety of vulnerable persons, children and young people 

were outlined at the outset (Health Service Executive, 2014; DCYA, 2017).  I was relieved 

afterwards to have attended to these as one student did get upset in one of the sessions 

regarding how an older person with Dementia had been treated by another staff member on a 

previous placement.  It was fortunate that we had taken the time to prepare the ground as we 

can never be sure when we may experience an emotional reaction as somebody else is 

speaking.  As John Shotter (2011, p. 65) says: 

“…in hearing another’s utterance as a greeting, as an assertion, as a 
suggestion, as an order, and so on, is also to hear it as providing us with one 
or another action guiding anticipation, as we should go on to respond to it”. 

When conducting a group like this, Aponte (1994) points to the importance of maintaining a 

boundary between professional training and personal therapy to prevent the exploitation of 

trainees or students by lecturers who may hold more professional power.  One of the benefits 

of engaging in practitioner research was that as a systemic psychotherapist and lecturer I have 

had lots of experience in maintaining appropriate boundaries with clients and students.  

Notwithstanding this, my ethical concerns were also addressed by outlining the model to be 

used in advance to students as Totsuka (2014) and Aponte (1994) suggest, being supportive 

of them pursuing personal therapy, and constantly focusing on reflexivity as a means of 

enhancing their development for professional practice (Aponte, 1994).  I was clear with them 

and my colleagues that these were reflexive learning, not therapy groups, and students could 

contribute to the extent they wished to do so I also gave them the option of discussing their 

family experiences with a friend rather than the entire group. 

I invoked a position of “ethical self-consciousness” and practised “relational ethics” (Tracy, 

2010, p.847) throughout meaning I engaged in ongoing reflexivity of my actions and the 

consequences of my research on others.  I was acutely aware of the power differences that 

exist between student and lecturer regarding the grading of assessments, monitoring students 

on placement and discussing them at Exam or Programme Board meetings.  To counteract 

this, when grading students work, their reflexive diaries were anonymised, and a sample was 

provided to the External Examiner to review and ensure the consistent and standard grading 

of assessments.   
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Gathering material 

My experience of research methodologies-even those that are qualitative nature, up to this 

point had been an ordered, clean-cut, de-contextualised process, devoid of any colour.  The 

research was reduced to its’ constituent parts, so it could be easily replicated by others as if 

the context did not matter.  A good researcher was rigorous and unbiased who did not 

compromise the outcome of the research by showing any aspect of themselves to the 

participants or making any connection with them.  This is the legacy of the positivist era within 

the academy, as Colyar (2009) remarks: 

“A focus on products is not surprising in this context; written products are the 
currency we use to transact in the world, and they help define us as 
researchers and scholars.  In many ways, process is not a term in qualitative 
researchers’ and scholars’ vocabularies” (p.424) 

But I was not interested in this type of research.  I wanted to get messy, to relate to students 

and see where the process would lead us.  I didn’t want the gathering and reviewing of data to 

be a means to an end, a sterile, no-nonsense procedure.  I wanted it to be an interesting, 

colourful, and personal experience that would mirror the experience we had together in the 

reflexive groups. 

In the gathering of research material, I chose to videotape each session to capture not just the 

dialogue between us but to notice interactions and reactions to each other, to the room and 

surroundings.  As I wished to inquire into my practice I felt that being able to review the video 

after the session would help me as it had in my family therapy training, to be tuned into my 

responses, my positioning and the relational goings-on between us in the room. 

When conducting video reviews, I did not transcribe every word as with some forms of 

qualitative research but paid attention to my responses as I watched, noting what resonated 

with me in terms of student experience or my practice as a lecturer within the group.  Viewed 

through a social constructionist lens Ann Cunliffe (2004) sees learning as leading to an 

embodied, physiological, or emotional response, what she terms as an “Aha! moment” for 

persons involved.  Gail Simon (2014) refers to these occasions as noticings, and these 

corresponded with aspects of the session that were interesting to me and resonated with my 

practice.  As I watched the videos of the sessions I paid attention to the movements, the 

dialogue between us, and times when I was “struck” (Wittgenstein, 1980, p.85) by what I was 

watching and listening to.  I transcribed pieces of the conversation that puzzled, interested, or 

moved me.  I watched my interactions with students, rewound, watched them again, jotting 

down thoughts about what I had noticed within each session.  These striking moments 

(Cunliffe, 2002, p.42) included my emotional, cognitive, and bodily responses at various times 
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within the research process which as Gail Simon (2016) points out impacts on us as 

researchers: 

 “We are allowing ourselves to be changed at every stage of the dialogical 
process and at every level.  We are questioning our hypotheses; we are 
hearing a tone in our voice; some choice of words and how they are being 
received; we take back our words, ask our conversational partners for better 
words, check we are understood; and that we are understanding” (p.172).  

Rather than research methodologies showing definitive objective replicable results, Shotter 

(2012, p.2) encourages practitioner researchers to pay attention to just happening events as 

they emerge when exploring relational activities between people as was the case in this study.  

My noticings were recorded in my reflexive journal which added another layer of reflexivity as 

I wrote down my reactions as I watched the video or after a group session.  Clark Moustakas 

(1990) writes about a similar approach he used when speaking of his use of heuristic inquiry: 

“Facts and knowledge accumulated as I listened and later recorded and 
studied them; but, at the same time, there were intuitive visions, feelings and 
sensings that went beyond anything I could know in a factual sense” (p.6). 

In addition to the video recordings and my reviews of these, there were other sources of rich 

material within the process.  Moustakas (1990) refers to this stage of the research when the 

researcher is heavily invested in the research process itself as the immersion period.  As well 

as the video reviews we wrote reflexive pieces in our diary after the sessions and students 

wrote two additional diary entries when on placement to demonstrate relational reflexivity with 

a client in practice (Appendix F).  After each group session participants were asked to fill out a 

Feedback Sheet on their experience of that session and at the end of the seven sessions they 

completed a Feedback Sheet on the overall process and content of the group sessions 

(Appendix G).   

I could have finished at this point but I noticed I was still thinking over ideas that had been 

generated in the groups and were continuously influenced by other theoretical and 

philosophical ideas in my conversations with supervisors, colleagues and students.  I later 

discovered that is known as the incubation period and Moustakas (1990) explains the 

researcher does not forget about the research but instead lives with the research question for 

a longer period.  In doing this, Sela-Smith (2002, p.67) notes the researcher has all the 

information they require but what is important is that: 

 “…the unconscious processing part of self needs to sort through, consider, 
review, and reorganize new ways of thinking, being, seeing and 
understanding, to create meaning and form an answer to the question”. 
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During this time, I had the idea that it might be useful to watch the videos again, at a meta-

level looking in almost a year later to see what new perspectives might emerge for me.  As 

Corlett (2012) says this form of inquiry is a dialogic process of learning, involving meaning-

making, storying, critical self-reflexivity, and the use of language while paying attention to 

striking moments similar to the one used by Carolyn Ellis when engaged in autoethnographic 

writing: 

“I start with my personal life.  I pay attention to my physical feelings, thoughts 
and emotions.  I use what I call systematic sociological introspection and 
emotional recall to try and understand an experience I’ve lived through.  
Then I write my experience as a story” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p.737). 

In this second phase of video reviews, I watched the videos of each group again in their entirety 

taking notes and writing pieces on my noticings after each session.  Rather than focusing on 

each session alone this approach gave me a richer understanding of the group process as it 

evolved throughout the sessions with each group.  This was time-consuming but a worthwhile 

process as it brought a more relationally reflexive aspect to the research that might have been 

missed if I had concentrated on searching for content or dialogue alone.  It added another layer 

of reflexivity and increased the richness of the mixture of material already gathered, for 

presentation in the final dissertation.  

Not just human noticings  

Within this incubation phase, I was influenced by the work of Karen Barad, Rosa Braidotti, and 

other New Materialists that I had just become familiar with.  As I watched the videos again my 

attention was drawn not only to the human interactions between people in the room but our 

intra-actions and relationships with other matter in the classrooms such as chairs, tables, or 

the video camera.   

I had never given much thought before to how the surroundings, equipment, technology in the 

classroom might impact on education practices.  I knew there were rooms I liked but I had 

never considered before that I was in a relationship with inanimate objects and that these could 

play an important role in teaching and learning practices.  How had I not considered this before 

given my battles with mobile phones for student’s attention, or my frustration I felt towards the 

technology when it didn’t work? While I had focused on my relationships with the humans 

within the research process I gave very little thought to the intra-activity between us and other 

matter in the room.  
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Barad (2007, p.353) argues that humans are not alone or the only focus in terms of 

relationships but are in an ongoing intra-active relationship with non-human matter: 

“But phenomena-whether lizards, electrons, or humans-exist only as a result 
of, and as part of, the world’s ongoing intra-activity, its dynamic and 
contingent differentiation into specific relationalities.  ‘We humans’ don’t 
make it so, not by dint of our own will, and not on our own.  But through our 
advances, we participate in bringing forth the world in its specificity, including 
ourselves”. 

Therefore, humans are not boundaried fixed entities, separate from nature, animals or their 

surroundings but are continuously relating and emerging with these other phenomena that 

need to be considered more in our worlds.  I became more aware that matter is not neutral but 

can evoke different responses within the teaching and inform the experience of student and 

lecturer in the classroom.  Thus, one of the areas for greater consideration in this research 

became the impact of this matter within teaching environments which will be discussed in later 

sections of the thesis.   

Writing as Reflexive Inquiry 

As a product of the Irish education system, I was schooled to write in a certain way within a 

rigid structure with my background nowhere to be seen within the text.  But when I thought 

about this a bit more I remembered exceptions to this such as the teacher who helped us hear 

Christy Moore songs as poetry and encouraged me to experiment with creative writing.  I’m 

not sure if she realised that his rendition of “Ordinary Man” (Moore, 1985) a song written by 

Peter Hames, helped me as a thirteen-year-old girl, empathise with the plight of a middle-aged 

man made redundant in the 1980’s. But this type of learning helped me see that writing does 

not simply exist in heavy texts or anthologies as static entities.  

However, despite a few positive experiences like this one I was conditioned to write in a 

formulaic way when I was clear about what I wanted to say (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005) 

and to represent facts rather than stories that could be rearranged or revised in each telling 

(Ellis & Bochner, 2000).  Writing was a way of telling others about the world an activity that 

took place after an event or a project had been undertaken (Richardson, 1994). In her 

postmodern critique of traditional qualitative writing Richardson (1994) encourages 

researchers to be experimental in their writing through what she terms evocative writing by 

encouraging researchers to write about themselves and their lived experience in a way that 

engages the reader in dialogue and invites an emotional response.  Evocative writing can also 

involve mixed genres where the researcher draws on examples from literary, artistic, and 

scientific genres to view the topic from different angles (Richardson, 1994).  Often, as I write, 

a song, quote or memory will come to mind as an accompaniment to the words on the page 
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and I realise now that writing exists in many forms and resonates with me in different ways 

depending on where I am, with whom and even times when I am on my own. 

When I read that writing itself is a form of inquiry (Richardson & St. Pierre, 1994, 2005; Simon, 

2011; Kebbe, 2014) it was like a huge weight was lifted off me.  I could breathe again and find 

ways to describe the nuances and messiness of the research process with students.  I realised 

writing itself could be a way of discovering, feeling my way around the rich research material 

or a method of discovery and analysis (Richardson, 1994). I was influenced by St. Pierre (2005, 

p.970) who notes she gathered all types of “data” outside of her field notes and interview 

transcripts.  She calls this dream, emotional and response data which she collects within the 

process of writing itself explaining that if she had not written she might never have accessed 

these thoughts, feelings, or responses.  Julia Colyar (2009, p.429) argues that writing is not 

just for academic purposes but can be generative, inventive, a kind of becoming but also a 

way of reflecting and connecting with ourselves: 

“Writing is therefore first and foremost an act of self-witnessing and self-
knowledge… Written texts, the products of research and scholarship, are 
proof of what we and who we are.  This aspect of the writing process seems 
particularly relevant to qualitative research, which emphasizes the 
importance of a researcher’s positionality and reflexivity”. 

Richardson (1994) sees writing as a discovery process to experiment with different writing 

styles, use of metaphors, and viewpoints and helps researchers learn more about themselves.  

This understanding allows their voices to be heard, become more engaged with the process 

and the texts become more interesting to readers.  As Lisen Kebbe says about her writing and 

research process: 

“The writing process facilitated my ability to move around in my research 
material in many directions which felt extremely meaningful.  At the same 
time, I started to feel like a storyteller and opened up an inner dialogue with 
a future reader which created a kind of distance necessary for reflexive 
connections” (2014, p.200). 

Making some sense of the material  

In the course of the research, I had accumulated a large amount of material including excerpts 

from our reflexive diaries, pieces of dialogue from the sessions, feedback from students and 

my reflexive noticings from reviewing the videos of each session on two separate occasions.  

Across the three research groups, I facilitated twenty-four sessions working with forty-two 

students in total.   

I wondered how I should capture and organise all this rich material in a coherent fashion for 

the final thesis.  I had a moment of clarity one night as my daughter Daisy and I watched the 
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Great British Bake Off (Channel 4, 2018).  We love this TV show and it is something we like 

watching together.  We gasp as some contestants, display cakes with culinary architecture that 

I could never re-create and secretly delight when a disaster occurs, imagining making such 

mistakes myself when baking.  As we watched I thought of my research methodology, 

imagining it as a cake with all different layers to it.  Not just an ordinary cake, one of those 

colourful Rainbow Cakes with different vibrant layers-red, blue, yellow, pink, and green, 

covered with American-style cream frosting with buttercream between each layer, so it all fits 

together nicely.  I began to see my research material as colourful layers, all separate but 

together creating one rich creation (Figure 4.2).   

 

Figure 4.2: A Rich Layered Research Process 

I wondered if these layers, all colours of the rainbow, could depict the different contexts we 

were coming from within the research process or be what Richardson (2005) refers to as a 

layering of texts capturing different approaches, theories and voices within the writing.  From 

a social constructionist position, we are always acting out of our layers of experience or our 

“own deeply held beliefs, cultural bias and experience” (Simon & Whitfield, 2000, p.148).  I 

began to see the layers as representing the different voices, writings, experiences, and 

contexts as participants located within the research process.  On their own, these individual 

sponges do not look very appealing and it is only when the layers are held together with that 

beautiful buttercream does the cake look attractive.  When presenting the research material, I 

show these multiple perspectives, in a multi-layered way within a reflexive process of sense-
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making.  In doing this a bricolage (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) is presented and multi-layered 

‘data’, which is often precluded from positivist methodologies (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013) is 

presented.   

While this was a useful image to hold I did not want to create an illusion that the research 

process was a clean-cut one with standardised structured layers one on top of the other, 

independent of each other.  Unlike a Rainbow Cake, the layering of research material was not 

to be presented as a hierarchical structure with some aspects more important than others or 

as layers with distinct boundaries.  As Karen Barad (2007) says, things are not separate 

entities, but inseparable intra-acting agents entangled with each other.   

Rather, the process had been an intermingling of voices and perspectives all collaborating and 

contributing to the richness of the teaching experience and I wanted to portray these pieces 

not as separate things but as entangled and immersed with each other.  John Law (2004) terms 

postmodern research as messy and I realised research is not a neat and orderly process where 

planning can deal with every eventuality.  There were times that the process was disrupted or 

did not go to plan.  Sometimes other matter, not just humans affected the process when 

sessions had to be rescheduled due to snowfalls and Storm Ophelia which meant for once the 

college was closed.  At times I walked a professional tightrope balancing the researcher and 

educator roles simultaneously.  From a researcher point of view, the video camera was useful 

but at other times I felt it interfered with my professional practice as an educator when it did 

not work (or rather I did not work it) properly.  On the Placement Review Day with first-year 

students this was one of those occasions that I tried to capture after the session: 

A Messy Moment  

As a group, we meet again today as part of the student’s Placement 

Review Day.  This group have been on placement for four weeks now 

and I am excited to hear how they have gotten on.  I am curious to 

hear if they feel this group might have impacted on their practice in 

some way.  I am hoping to video the session as I have done with the 

other groups.  Some students set up the room and they take their 

seats.  I try and set up the video but for some reason, it will not 

record.  I begin to panic.  I try and try.  I switch it off and on. I do 

what I always have done but still, nothing happens.  The Go Pro is 

recording but it is not pairing with the phone.  I can’t think clearly.  

Students are talking about their holiday plans.  I ask a few times for 
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help, but nobody knows how to work it.  I am hot and sticky.  I 

apologise for the delay and keep trying and trying.  I need to get the 

recording to capture the session, but they just want to get on with 

the session.  A student comes up to help with no success, while 

another says not to worry about the video. This is meant to take the 

pressure off, but it only frustrates me more.  Do they not realise I 

NEED THE VIDEO!  As I try again another voice says: “Come on Karen.  

You are eating into our time”.  Inside I feel like crying, but I cannot 

show this. I smile and say we will go on without it as it is more 

important that they have the time (Personal Reflexive Diary, 21st 

May 2018). 

I wondered afterwards if the video camera had been overworked or had felt my anxiety about 

this session and also panicked and became paralysed.  Perhaps it was protesting, feeling 

overused within this process or felt the weight of expectation on itself and like me worried about 

performing.  While this session went on I was convinced it had not been video-recorded.  From 

an ethical point of view, I had to be careful to not lose interest in students and their experience 

despite my annoyance with not capturing the interactions and dialogue on tape.  I facilitated 

the session as best I could but was surprised later that despite my concerns the camera had 

chosen to work and had recorded this session.  

Practitioner research can be surprising and frustrating as we scramble around, reorienting 

ourselves and adapting to the moment and the responses of others both human and non-

human alike.  I wondered how I might depict this messiness, my confusion at times when the 

process at times felt out of control.  On holiday in the Lake District, I visited one of my favourite 

shops somewhere that stocks every piece of equipment a kitchen desires and has a gorgeous 

café upstairs.  As I walked around, a glass display caught my eye.  In it was the colourful 

layered Rainbow Cake again but this time in its’ centre were all varieties of sweets tumbling 

out to surprise the consumer, even more, when the cake would be cut.  I thought about the 

messy unstructured moments of my research and the inter-mingling, cascading pieces that 

swept me and others up in it.   Ultimately this intermingling meant that we were being influenced 

and influencing each other through our involvement in the process.  This involvement with each 

other in turn brought a richness to our practice as a social care student and lecturer.    
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The process was richer for these spontaneous unrepeatable encounters, so I felt this cake with 

these little surprises within it (Figure 4.3) was an even better depiction of the research process 

than the original cake.   

 

Figure 4.3: Research as an inter-mingling cascading process  

Analysis of material  

If you are a baker you will know that while the individual ingredients are important it is the 

combination of these that leads to the richness of taste.  Too much of one ingredient can make 

a cake dry or arid and the timings in the oven need to be precise to avoid that dreaded “soggy 

bottom” that Mary Berry (2010) refers to (Southworth, 2019).  I chose pieces that resonated 

with me and wrote more about these and my practice with students.  I was interested in the 

student experiences of this alternative module and reflexive learning process and wanted to 

give voice to these through excerpts of dialogue, their feedback, or their reflexive accounts in 

their diaries.  I paid a lot of attention to the feedback they gave on teaching sessions so I could 

begin to piece together a picture of what a model of systemic relational reflexivity in education 

could encapsulate in the future. 

My supervisors encouraged me to write and rewrite these pieces as a way of sense-making 

from within the research process itself not just when the groups were being facilitated but over 

the following two years as I watched the videos and read the reflexive dairies.  As Ellis & 

Bochner (2000) suggest, writing helped me make sense of what was happening within the 

process and was a form of Reflexive Inquiry.  I wrote some initial accounts, but revisited them 
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again and again, writing some more, rearranging, and curating them in a way that seemed to 

encapsulate my lived experience from within the research process.   

Traditional forms of inquiry use a variety of methods such as interviews, documentary evidence 

and statistics to triangulate and validate their findings.  The validity of research and whether 

the “findings” are trustworthy enough to inform policy and social action is an “irritating 

construct” and not one that can be easily ignored by postmodernist researchers (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2008, p.271).  As there is no single truth to be uncovered, validity in postmodernist 

inquiry means that the reader hears about my experiences within the research process and 

how these were managed.  In contrast to traditional methodologies I was not trying to prove 

my results but as Richardson (1994) suggests I was attempting to crystallise my experiences 

within the research.  Like a crystal which reflects a variety of colours, shapes and patterns at 

different moments, depending on the angle from which it is viewed, this crystallisation of the 

research material provides a deepened, richer but always partial view of the research topic 

and the world (Richardson, 1994).  Crystallization is useful as a metaphor according to Guba 

& Lincoln (2008, p.276) as it shows there is not one single truth, but an only ever partial 

understanding of what is being researched as the material is viewed from different angles. 

Rather than being an objective observer, I was part of the observing system and in relationship 

with the participants so my inquiry was personal with room for what Ellis & Bochner (2000, p. 

746) refer to as a “moral center and heart”.  I articulated my struggles, conflicts or unflattering 

encounters within the process while using these to make sense of where I was at and the 

ethical issues I have grappled with.  “Data” analysis within this epistemology is not the coding 

of material or the location of themes with little awareness of the disordered activities of life and 

communities (Jackson & Mazzei, 2013).  Within the writing I was in the present, noticing my 

responses, and what was interesting to me at that time.  As I wrote and re-wrote different ideas 

emerged within this process itself.  As Lisen Kebbe (2014, p.198) says: 

 “Through the act of writing, new ideas were emerging and in the re-writing 
and re-writing and re-writing new ways of perceiving the world were released 
and surfaced”  

While writing is a method of inquiry, Colyar (2009) argues this is not made visible within most 

qualitative research.  She argues that the value of writing in research inquiry should be given 

as much attention as the descriptions of more traditional research methods.  Within my 

research work, reflexive writing became a way of collecting and analysing material but not in 

a way where knowledge could be fixed or finalised.  Reflexive writing and research are an 

ongoing, “futural activity located in the undecidable process that the writer faces every time he 

or she reaches for the pen” (Rhodes, 2009, p.662).  As well as a method of collecting data, 



69 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

writing was also a way of analysing material and was “a process of discovery: discovery of the 

subject (and sometimes of the problem itself) and discovery of the self” (Guba & Lincoln, 2008, 

p.279).  I locate this reflexivity within what Alvesson, Hardy & Harley (2008) refer to as a multi-

perspective practice, whereby I was a traveller, a bricoleur moving from place to place, piecing 

together the different accounts of my own and other’s ideas and practices in the hope of 

creating a richer, more insightful account of the research experience.   

Like St. Pierre (2005, p.971), as I wrote, I thought, and through this, I made connections 

between the different layers in a different way to traditional qualitative methodologies where 

data is sorted and presented through thematic analysis.  Writing, within post qualitative 

research she says is like a playing field where unexpected ideas come up within the research 

process.  While I viewed and transcribed pieces of the dialogue I was encouraged by my 

supervisors to revisit these again and again throughout the research process.  Ellis & Bochner 

(2000) encourage this believing writing at the time of an event means we are emotionally 

engaged and maybe too invested to step back and look at it to see how it might come across 

to another person looking in on the process.   

I began to assemble these pieces of writing piecing and layering material in the format of five 

essays.  Lisen Kebbe (2014, p.197) describes how she used essays to connect ideas from her 

practice research as if they were “beads on a string”.  She explains how essays used within 

research are not presented as a finalised version of the truth but provide for a dynamic process 

allowing the researcher to move around and between different perspectives.  She describes 

this as a “liberating” experience.   

As I began to write the essays I remembered an earlier time when I was in secondary school 

where I also had found essays were a useful way of articulating how I was feeling.  In the 

Leaving Certificate Examination, the State exams that are held at the end of secondary school, 

English Paper One required students to write an essay from a range of topics.  Some topics 

were based on current social or political issues but there was also the tendency for one-word 

essay titles to appear on the exam paper.  In preparation for the exams, we wrote lots of essays 

to develop our style of writing and to gain more confidence in voicing our opinions.  One essay 

I remember writing had the title “Gates”.  Within the essay, gates were a metaphor symbolising 

freedom or constraint for us boarders staying in a convent school.  At times, these gates were 

symbols of joy and excitement as we travelled home every fortnight but also represented the 

stomach-churning loneliness of returning to school after holidays or a weekend.  By writing this 

essay I could articulate my personal experience within a given structure not in a self-indulgent 

meandering way as the writing still needed a focus and a beginning, middle and end.  I 

remembered how these essays had provided a structure but also allowed flexibility, creativity 
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and self-reflexivity in a way that would make sense to the reader, someone who had no 

experience themselves of what I was describing.    

Likewise, in this study essays seemed to be a way to be able to give voice to the experiences 

within the research process, organise material gathered and capture past and present personal 

and family experiences.  They helped as they provided a structure, a way of piecing and 

connecting different ideas and experiences in a cohesive fashion that would make the research 

accessible to a wide audience.  In the first phase I wrote five essays on the following aspects 

of the research: 

- Student’s experience of the reflexive learning process 

- The impact of the process on the practice of the student within social care 

- My practice as an educator within the teaching and learning process 

- Developing a model of relational reflexivity for education 

- Teaching as a relationally reflexive practice  

While this was a useful process it resulted in a vast amount of writing with some repetition 

across the different essays.  I noticed that within the research there were two main aspects to 

my inquiry namely, students’ experience of relationally reflexive learning processes and my 

experience as a lecturer within the process and the impact of both on our practice.  I began to 

piece the material from the original five essays together like a bricolage using colourful text 

and different writing styles and assembled these colourful layers as two essays.  From this, I 

felt I would be able to develop a model of relational reflexivity for social care practice based on 

our experiences of the groups.  

Relational Reflexivity as a Method of Inquiry 

While it may not be necessary nowadays to justify the use of qualitative approaches, Newton, 

Rothlingova, Gutteridge, LeMarchand & Raphael (2011) point out it is necessary to show how 

the method of inquiry chosen is suitable for the research question and good quality reflexive 

qualitative makes researcher subjectivity evident within the process. 

Within a reflexive inquiry, researchers pay close attention to their reactions and responses to 

others in the fleeting moments within the process.  As Russell & Kelly (2002) say this means 

researchers involve themselves, interact dialogically with the research question, the 

information they receive while paying attention to their responses.  But I went a step further 

than reflexive inquiry alone within this process.  We were not just reflexive after the sessions 

but were relationally reflexive within the session itself responding to each other, exploring 

experiences together while coordinating our resources to create a context where reflexive 
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learning could take place.  Relational Reflexive Inquiry was a better fit within the focus of this 

study as we were in “joint action” (Shotter, 1993) together in the research process.  While I 

was interested in how students experienced the group process I was also inquiring into my 

practice as an educator in relationship with students so there was ongoing relational reflexivity 

occurring simultaneously between us in the room (Figure 4.4) 

 

Figure 4.4: Practitioner Relational Reflexivity throughout the Research Process 

Relational reflexivity can be seen within the research process as I paid lots of attention to my 

feelings and how I responded to others, and how they responded to me.  I was reflexive of my 

annoyances or my embarrassment at times when I did not know what to do next and had to 

rely on another person to see how we would go on together.  My research was not made up of 

singular voices or one position as a lecturer or student.  We adopted multiple positions at 

different times in the moment together as we responded, agreed, disagreed, revisited, and 

produced meaning together.   

Relational reflexivity as a method of inquiry fits for me as a systemic practitioner researcher 

but traditional researchers may question this methodology.  While it could be viewed as 

narcissistic or unscientific when viewed through a positivist lens, postmodernist research does 

not mean anything goes and has developed quality criteria and good practices (Tracy 2010, 

Simon, 2018) so it can sit alongside other research methodologies.  Vagle & Hofsess (2015) 

suggest that for Deleuze & Guattari (1987) reflexivity is seen as moving and changing, with no 

distinct beginning or ending, and as an entangled post-reflexivity which takes account of the 

ever-shifting sands of relationships with others.  For me, this research was not just a distinct 

time-limited piece.  I did not “leave the field” once the study was completed, but I met students 

daily in the coffee area, in the corridor or when teaching them other modules.  Research within 

this post-postmodernist systemic vein is not a clean straightforward, rigid, or structured 
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process but a relational endeavour that continues even after the research is completed.  While 

I missed the intimacy of the groups when the process ended, I engaged in ongoing reflexivity 

of my practice as an educator, as a colleague and as a researcher that did not end but has 

continued in my everyday practice with others since. 

Summary 

As a postmodern practitioner researcher, I wanted to inquire into my practice as an educator 

while also enabling students to be more reflexive of themselves, their life and family 

experiences in preparation for social care work.  An increased focus on relationality between 

student and educator and client and social care students led me to adopt a Reflexive Inquiry.  

With an emphasis on writing as a method, I engaged with the material generated to make 

some sense of what had emerged between us in the reflexive learning groups.  When writing 

from within the process and watching the videos of the teaching sessions, I noticed we did not 

just reflect after the group process but continuously reoriented ourselves, used our resources 

and were engaged in reflexivity aloud within these moments.  So, within this study, I present 

relational reflexivity as a method of inquiry that pays attention to the goings-on within the 

research group process itself rather than just a reflexive inquiry that occurs after the session, 

interview or focus group.  The following section of the thesis describes some of the experiences 

we had within the reflexive learning groups from the perspective of the student and as a 

lecturer.  They are my version of what I noticed, what I chose to privilege as a researcher in a 

moment in time and are but one way of writing an account of the experience.   

 

. 
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Part Four: Presentation of Research Material  

 

 

Figure 5.1: Visby, Sweden 

(Easter, 2019) 

Getting back on track       5th May 2019 

I have it back again-that knotty sickly feeling in my stomach especially when 

I wake.  I am beginning to realise how I feel about my research plays a large 

part in how I am feeling and acting in other parts of my life.  It is not just an 

academic piece to be written but has become part of my life, something I am 

in relationship with all the time.  There are great aspects to this.  We have just 

returned from a visit to see Lisen in Visby, Sweden.  A place we would never 

have gone to if it wasn’t for my doctorate and my desire to find a way that it 

would mean something to Graeme and Daisy, a break we could talk about 

together, long after the thesis is bound and submitted.  And I got to meet Lisen 

face to face in her surroundings, see her family and her house and have some 

conversations about where I am going next in this work.  I had planned to 

write while I was there but after a long semester, what I needed most was time 

to reflect, think and plan things out.  I got back to running, waking up early 

every morning and found a different “running track” on the shores of the 

Baltic Sea as I prepared for the next stage of my research journey.  
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Chapter Five  

Essay One: Space to be reflexive-some student experiences of a 
relationally reflexive learning process  
 

Introduction  

Within this research, I was able to provide a learning context where social care students could 

have space both in and outside the class where they could be reflexive of themselves, their 

family and life experiences in preparation for practice.  In this piece, I offer some accounts of 

how students experienced this reflexive module and show my capacity to witness their 

experiences through providing what I hope are rich, detailed but temporal accounts (Pillow, 

2019) based on their writings and dialogue with me from within the research process.  From 

our work together I gained valuable insights into what a programme on systemic relational 

reflexivity could look like for future social care education and training.  

I had a suspicion from my own experiences with students previously, that some struggled when 

they were asked to be reflexive of their academic work or practice experiences.  As the group 

began some confirmed this saying they found it difficult to reflect, were confused about it and 

were not that confident in their ability to do so.  As Naomi explained: 

“I find when I go into placements, it’s hard to reflect.  I’m afraid if I say 
something wrong it’s going to turn back on me, or am I not doing the whole 
confidentiality with clients.  I just want to get a better understanding of that”. 

Some had found the traditional model of reflection where they detailed their skill development 

and learning on placement difficult and in my previous experience, I noticed this as some 

students simply described what they did with a client with little evidence of self or relational 

reflexivity.  They mentioned that previously they felt they could not write honestly as they knew 

their placement supervisor would read their diaries before they submitted them as part of the 

assessment for their placement.  They struggled in terms of knowing what to write about as 

they felt that they had to fit an experience around an identified skill or other social care worker 

competencies (Appendix E) which did not give them the freedom to reflect on themselves in a 

more personal way.  In this module within the reflexive learning groups, third-years spoke about 

having a “deeper” and “more personal” emphasis to their reflecting this time as they felt they 

were more focused on themselves rather than the client compared to when they had reflected 

on their practice on previous occasions. 

Some hoped these groups would offer space and an opportunity to look at themselves and 

their life experiences before they graduated as social care workers.  A distinction was made 
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between being reflexive of themselves rather than their practice through theoretical 

approaches and skills acquisition.  For example, Niamh mentioned that she wanted a chance 

to look at her previous experiences within the reflexive learning groups this time: 

I think I just liked the idea of looking back over your own experiences and 

past experiences and understand enough to say: ‘okay what can I bring to 

the table’? 

They hoped this process would help them have a greater understanding of themselves in 

relationship with others or as Richard said to have “more of a sense of me and how to interact 

with others”.  Some students viewed the process as offering a different kind of learning, a more 

collaborative style with smaller groups than the traditional Placement Preparation classes, a 

chance to learn differently by listening to others and “to get away from the books”.  This form 

of peer learning was mentioned by several students across the different groups, as several 

were eager to hear about other people’s experiences and how others, not just lecturers, dealt 

with practice dilemmas.   

Stories of care 

Before the group process began, I did have some concerns that personal stories would emerge 

that might be difficult to deal with ethically and professionally within the group setting.  Given 

there had never been a space like this before within the curriculum, I imagined there might be 

lots of family stories and personal experiences that might be voiced leading to dilemmas 

regarding the management of these within the process and ones that might even raise 

questions about some students’ fitness to practice in social care. 

However, within the process rather than seeing student issues as problematic or seeing some 

as having deficits, there were countless times when students surprised me with how capable 

and resilient they were.  This contradicted the dominant narratives of naivety associated with 

age, as I heard numerous accounts of times when young students had looked after family 

members and others before coming to college.  When speaking of these family experiences 

some connected these with their interest in the social care field and how they cared for clients 

in social care settings.  Emer a young first-year student spoke of her relationship with her five-

year-old sister who has Autism.  I could see she was so proud of her achievements and 

learning.  But she became emotional when she spoke of a time when her sister got distressed 

in public and she felt the stares of others.  I was reminded in that moment of similar feelings I 

had at times growing up with my brother Niall eight years younger than me who had Downs 

Syndrome.  While we only had Niall in our lives for fourteen years, his presence helps me stay 

tuned into the importance of ethical, respectful and humane practices and I believe was a 
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contributing factor in my initial interest in social work as a career choice.  I heard myself giving 

voice to these experiences when I responded to Emer and when I wrote my feedback on her 

reflexive diary entry: 

Emer 

I think you reflected really well here (and also in the group) about your own 
experiences of caring for a sibling with a disability.  I particularly liked how 
you were able to reflect on her abilities and strengths and also are aware that 
persons with a disability are not a homogeneous group i.e. everybody is 
different.  I liked how you reflected on how this experience might help you on 
placement, but I also wonder if there are any ways that your own family 
experience might influence your work with people with a disability negatively? 
What are your thoughts? 

Karen 

My ideas about students were challenged time and time again as I heard different accounts 

and engaged in epistemic witnessing (Pillow, 2019) of the experiences some had already in 

their lives.  Ella a young student surprised me when she described her level of involvement in 

helping her parents care for her grandparents for two years.  I presumed incorrectly that she 

had helped with household tasks, but when she spoke she described being involved in their 

personal care, seeing this as something that had helped her become closer to her family.  She 

saw this as contributing to her interest in social care and sees ordinary tasks as being 

conducive to building relationships with clients which fits with the idea that residential social 

care workers use these daily life events to engage therapeutically with the client (Garfat, 2013). 

Lorna a mature student originally from a South American country, described how she cared for 

her father and her nephew from a young age.  We explored this within the session in terms of 

how this experience might have influenced her career choice.  She sees caring as “natural” to 

her, something that does not feel difficult to do professionally because of her personal 

background: 

Lorna:  I find myself every time caring for somebody, I find myself caring any role, 

anywhere, I find…it just happens. 

Karen:  Are you happy with that? 

Lorna:  It comes natural to me so it’s not hard to do. 

I asked her if she felt this had helped in her practice and with her part-time work in a Nursing 

Home as a Care Assistant: 
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Lorna:  You look at life in a more different way, you just get on with things…working in 

a Nursing Home I didn’t shy away from it (personal care).  It wasn’t new to me-

it just came natural to me.  I find myself again caring and I like it… going to work 

for me …is not like going to work… I find it easy.  I don’t find it hard. 

On a few occasions, she spoke of growing up in a country with a poor health care system and 

how even as a child she looked after her father, a single parent, after he became ill, seeing this 

as something she should do as he had cared for her and her siblings.  As I listened to her 

speak I felt a bit overwhelmed, unsure about how I might respond within that moment.  Rather 

than keeping this uncertainty to myself as I usually would, I shared how I was feeling with the 

group: 

 “I’m thinking of… what I might feel at this age and even after having looked 
after people as a Care Assistant, and doing all the things I thought I’d never 
be able to do, I always imagine when it comes to my own parents I’d find that 
difficult and shy away from it.  (To Lorna) So, I’m trying to imagine then as a 
child… how you would do that” 

Later in my Reflexive Diary, I wrote about the experience of hearing these stories and how they 

altered the view I had of students and their life experience:  

There are very rich examples in this group of caring for others…I feel 

moved as I listen, unsure what to say next.  I begin to see students 

differently; they have a lot more experience of looking after people 

than I do (Personal Reflexive Diary, 18th September 2017). 

As we discussed our experiences of care growing up we began to be reflexive about how we 

would like our family members to be treated within a professional social care context.  Helen 

a mature student, unsure of her reasons for pursuing a career in social care began to connect 

her mother’s care of her and her family with how she would like to be cared for if she was a 

service user.  In her reflexive diary she writes about thinking about this in the class: 

 It (the class) got me to reflect on my childhood and how my mother was 

always there for myself and my siblings.  It brought up memories for me 

about coming in from school so hungry and there she would be with my 

dinner always ready.  It has now made me realise how lucky I was that I 

had a mother who was so caring and dedicated a significant part of her 

life to care for me and my siblings.  This also made me reflect on the 

reasons why I have chosen social care and maybe my mother’s caring 
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influence has played a major role in this.  I believe the way my mother has 

cared for me will also have an impact on the way I care for others during 

my placement, for example, treating people with respect, listening to them 

and treating them in a way that I would like to be treated. 

After some of the sessions, I noticed some were more reflexive of the care they would like 

themselves or family members to receive and were not just more aware of the importance of 

good quality ethical care but began to connect this awareness with how they practised later 

when on placement.  One student wrote:  

After having the opportunity during placement class to think and speak 

about my experiences of caring, family life and differences, this has given 

me the chance to put myself in situation of the service user a little.  I ended 

up thinking about how I would like to be cared for or how I would like my 

family members to be cared for by staff if they were in this service… I feel 

like I have been more approachable for some of the quieter service users as I 

am quiet myself.  I think that I’ve seen the benefits of this during my 

placement and will hopefully continue this way of thinking when I’m in 

practice. 

Within the group process, there were many examples of times when students had taken care 

of relatives or friends.  This meant that they had lots of experience in their personal lives that 

could be drawn on when they engaged with clients in practice.  Rather than seeing these 

experiences as negative, something to be tidied away so as not to interfere with clean-cut 

boundaried practice, these could be viewed as personal resources that showed resilience and 

a greater capacity to care and advocate for others in practice environments. 

Family roles and social care practice  

While the research process focused on allowing some space for students to be reflexive of 

their family experiences and relationships this was not intended as the sole objective of these 

reflexive learning groups within this module.  I wanted to help students to connect their 

experiences with their practice in social care.  In their reflexive diaries, I noticed some began 

to make connections between the roles they played in their family and the roles they took on 

in practice. For example, Fiona saw herself as looking after others in her family and noticed  
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how this role extended to her care of a young girl when she on placement with other staff 

seeing this as having a positive impact on the young person: 

I tend to look after people or want to, I always have.  Maybe that is what 

brought me to social care?  I’ve always cared more about others than 

myself.  Even in placement, I’m always checking on people making sure 

they are ok… I’ve always been a good listener and lots of my friends would 

come to me for advice. 

On reading this I remembered how confident she had appeared in one of the group sessions 

when she discussed her ability to get on with people and remembered how welcoming she 

had been of me at the start of the group process.  I wondered about her tendency to put other’s 

needs before her own though, and I hoped she would look after herself in practice situations 

rather than become overburdened by trying to help others.  I wondered how she might cope if 

she struggled to build a relationship with a client or colleague in the future.  These unvoiced 

questions were answered when I read her reflexive diary and saw she had without my input, 

also considered this: 

 I have never been in the situation yet over any of my placements that I 

have found it hard to make a connection with any of the clients or service 

users I have been working with.  Upon reflection on this, I feel that maybe 

because I am so chatty and confident, it may stop someone from 

approaching me or it may intimidate them.  I always try to make them 

feel at ease and relaxed in my company and I would hope this would help 

them overcome any issues with being able to talk to me. 

Some students noticed they occupied familial roles due to birth order while others saw family 

roles as changing and developing over time.  While there were many examples of how past 

experiences helped build relationships with clients, some students noticed that those 

experiences might also be a hindrance in connecting with others.  I had hoped that we would 

have the space to explore times that this might happen and a third-year student, began to 

reflect on this in one of the group sessions.  Eileen a mature student, described how she 

adopted a “motherly role” in her family of origin.  She connected this with the role she took on 

with a fifteen-year-old boy she was working with on placement in a youth work setting, realising 

he reminded her of her teenage son.  One day he got frustrated with her saying she “wasn’t 

his mother, that he had a mother”.  She was surprised by his reaction as she thought she was 

just giving him some good advice. Later when she thought about this encounter, she 
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acknowledged she was acting as a mother rather than a professional social care worker.  As 

she spoke I remembered she always helped me gather all my materials at the end of class 

when I was under pressure to finish.  I wondered aloud if this was a role she adopted in other 

areas of her life and while she seemed unsure, Helen interjected saying there were lots of 

ways that Eileen looked after her throughout their college experience.   Later, Eileen connected 

her adoption of this role with her past experiences looking after her siblings when her mother 

was sick.  I was concerned though that she might feel we were being critical of her practice, 

so I provided a reframe: 

“What I’m hearing, what people are saying is that they like that, it’s a good 
quality to have and even that young person … while that moment in time 
didn’t want it... on reflection may see that this woman took an interest in me.  
Deep down he might reflect… It’s hard to move away from the usual position 
we take”. 

After the group sessions had finished and while she was on her third-year placement she wrote 

again about this role saying “my role as a mother shined through” as she used herself 

differently and was in a different relationship with a client in a disability setting this time: 

Looking back these are all things that I do with my own family, so here I 

am again on placement and using my experience of my past caring role, 

and motherly role in my work.  I asked myself if it is okay for me to do 

this…My manager made a comment to me saying she loves the motherly 

way I look after the service users.  Reflecting on the time I have spent on 

my placement so far; I think the service users find it easy to approach me 

and feel they can speak to me easily.  As much as my caring and 

motherly role can take over… I know and understand the boundaries I do 

not cross. 

While there were similarities between family experiences and the roles adopted in practice 

some family situations outlined within the group sessions highlighted how different family 

experiences can be.  Our ideas on what constitutes a “family” expanded and we adopted a 

much broader view than the traditional view of family within an Irish context.  In addition to 

enabling students to be more reflexive of themselves, using the genogram to explore family 

roles and hearing others’ experiences led to a greater awareness of family structures in 

contemporary society.   
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One student spoke about this in their feedback: 

“Realising not all family experiences are the same.  Appreciating my family 

more.  Being more aware of difficulties people face about lack of information 

about themselves and their family’s … I feel I will be/should be more open to 

other people’s family complications.  That I have little to no experience around 

family conflict/breakdown and that I should acknowledge this and get advice 

from someone who has more experience if I find myself working in this area” 

(Feedback, Session 3). 

Listening to others as they spoke of their family, helped develop an awareness of the different 

family forms in society and helped challenge dominant discourse on the normative view of the 

family which was good preparation for practice situations and working with diverse family 

circumstances.  Imelda McCarthy (2011) says that practitioners who engage with families often 

have a normative view of what constitutes “family” and this universalisation of family has moral 

and ethical implications for families dependent on child protection and welfare services.  She 

says: 

“Have you ever noticed that when we are confronted by families who live in 
poverty, we quickly perceive their flaws and imagine an ideal of parental and 
family life?  We begin to prescribe models of living we would never dream of 
applying to ourselves.  We set the conditions for their failure from the outset.  
In setting the conditions for family failure, we unwittingly foster conditions for 
injustice and cement the very issues we are trying to dissolve” (pp.229-230). 

As the social care worker role has expanded into areas of family support (Lalor & Share, 2013) 

and work with families where statutory social work services are involved, building this 

awareness is useful in assisting reflexivity on how personal family experiences can impact on 

a practitioners response to a client and their family.   

From being part of the group, some realised how difficult it might be for clients to share their 

stories with professionals or students on placement even when they expect them to do so as 

part of the work.  This helped us think more about the client and how they might feel when 

being probed about sensitive family issues.  Aoife was reflexive of how the group process 

helped her build relationships with some of the parents and families on her placement in a 

family support context: 

From getting the chance to reflect on family life as part of the group 

sessions I feel it has enabled me to think differently and improve my 

standard of care while on placement.  By reflecting on my own family, 
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background and experiences, it has allowed me to look at families in a 

different way.  By hearing other people’s stories of family life in these 

group sessions along with my own experience I can now see things at a 

deeper level.  While on placement and dealing with various different 

families and circumstances I have learnt to take a step back, be patient 

and have an open mind to the families and their stories.   

I have learned to be more attuned to their experiences and the sensitive 

information they share as I know myself this can be a tough subject to 

talk about and support is necessary when in vulnerable situations.  I feel 

this has helped me connect with some of the families. 

While some students saw the similarities between their histories and those of their clients, 

some saw their upbringing as very different to their clients and they had feelings of guilt when 

they compared their family situations with those of their clients.  Anne Marie felt this guilt had 

placed her in the role of “fixer” with a woman she was working with.  She saw the reflexive 

groups and the supervision she received on placement as helpful to her in making some sense 

of the situation: 

…classes really got me to reflect on my place in the family and the 

importance of family to me.  I realised that I come from a particularly close 

family and I value that.  I did not realise how lucky I am until mid-way 

through placement when I had the opportunity to talk with one of my 

supervisors and get some detailed background on a particular service 

user… 

I found that because family is so important to me, I suddenly felt a 

constant need to help this service user to feel she was part of the family in 

the service…My supervisor asked me a few questions that really got me 

thinking about the underlying reasons for taking a specific interest with 

this service user.  I eventually had to admit to myself that a lot of the 

reason was to make myself feel better as opposed to looking at the service 

user’s feelings.  I felt guilty that I have a happy close family and was 

trying to help this lady to make myself feel better.  This was not easy to 
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admit but probably sums up my life in general.  I tend to be a ‘fixer’.  I 

cannot relax unless everyone around me is happy… 

The reflection on these experiences have opened up a whole new area for me 

to work on to make myself a better social care worker.  I need to realise I 

can’t fix everyone and that my experiences are not necessarily the 

experiences of the people that I will be working with……help them achieve 

their wants as opposed to mine.  

This was a huge piece of learning for her in that she was aware of the role she entered and 

saw it was linked to feelings of guilt.  Rather than trying to “fix” this woman or mould her into a 

way she wanted her to be, she was able to stand back and be reflexive of her background and 

how this may make her more likely to act in a certain way with a person who may have several 

difficulties in their life. 

Later, during the Placement Review Day towards the end of her third-year placement, she 

spoke of her experience working in a service for people who were experiencing homelessness.  

She noticed she had become more aware of the differences between her experiences and 

those of some clients, something she had not reflected on before.  After an interaction with a 

client, she notes when she went home that night she was still thinking about it.  She told us: 

“Imagine like I’m here getting into my bed like and he’s probably sleeping in 
(names a derelict building) ...I’ve never thought about that before, you’d just 
get into your bed like and whatever, but that night I was like ‘I’m getting into 
a nice warm bed’. 

While the exploration of family background is a fundamental part of family therapy training this 

was a new departure for social care education.  Being able to see that sometimes family life 

and experience can be either very similar or different to those of clients is useful as it prevents 

the social care worker from overidentifying with or possibly avoiding somebody who needs 

help.  As students were given a chance to be reflexive in these groups some also continued 

this reflexivity in supervision or on placement and engaged in ongoing reflexivity that was not 

just focused on an event, a crisis or client behaviour.   

Becoming more aware of prejudices for practice contexts  

As practitioners, we have come from social and family systems which can contribute to the 

attitudes and beliefs we have about certain people or groups in society.  We are not saints so 

sometimes, despite our best intentions, the unconditional positive regard we should have for 

a client can be tested.  This can be due to many things, how we are feeling, how tired we are, 
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our personal life or how we are getting on with our colleagues.  Added to this, clients can 

sometimes challenge us, “press our buttons” or be too personal commenting on our 

appearance, age, culture, our family status, or background.  Within these groups, I wanted to 

help students be aware that sometimes practitioners can hold negative views or attitudes 

towards others and I  wanted to provide them with an opportunity to be reflexive of these, look 

at the origins of these ideas and notice how they might show up and impact positively or 

negatively on their practice with others.   

Sometimes in lectures, students make prejudicial remarks about clients and I felt I had not 

always been able to challenge these effectively within a larger class setting.  I believe 

education contexts should provide future practitioners with safe spaces for them to be reflexive 

of themselves, to look at how and by whom these beliefs have been constructed and have 

some opportunities to have these views challenged.   

Within the teaching this time in addition to the focus on students, I noticed a greater self-

reflexivity of my practice and ongoing questioning of myself and my practice regarding cultural 

and social differences.  As a relationally reflexive practitioner, I was transparent about my 

internal dialogue as I checked the position I adopted to ascertain if I needed to continue the 

way I was going, alter or radically change my practice (Burnham, 2005).  I wanted to encourage 

reflexivity that was not simply clear-cut or comfortable but one that had “capacity for discomfort” 

(Pillow, 2019a) for myself as well as for students.   

I was keen that there would be a chance to look at social differences and how as practitioners 

there is the potential to ignore, oppress or be colonising in our practice (McCarthy, 2011).  As 

the Social GGGRRRAAACCEESSS (Burnham, 2012) has been commonly used with family 

therapy trainees and supervision groups to encourage a focus on difference (Burnham, Alvis 

Palma & Whitehouse, 2008), I thought a similar systemic approach would be useful to 

introduce into social care training.   

The themes used in the sessions helped me facilitate discussions on difference, identity and 

culture respectfully and inclusively.  Melanie spoke of an experience she had previously when 

working as a care assistant in a nursing home.  She spoke very calmly of some racist 

experiences she had been subjected to by a person she was caring for.  I was amazed at how 

she was able to see things from their point of view while managing to care for them respectfully 

and ethically.  She surprised me by her tolerant and empathetic responses to the client as I 

wondered if I could have the same amount of understanding if I was in her position.   
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Later in my feedback to her, I felt it was important that I acknowledged her experiences and 

her capacity to be empathetic despite the comments of the service user: 

Melanie  

I think you reflected well both here and in the process itself on themes like 
family expectations, status, and roles and how these might impact on you.  I 
thought it was great that you were able to begin to separate out your 
expectations of yourself and those of your family.  I wonder when on 
placement will you be able to focus on your expectations of yourself and also 
to be aware to let clients take responsibility themselves for some of the tasks 
or requirements rather than you feeling like you have to do everything for 
them?  I was really impressed about how you spoke of the racism you have 
experienced but that you were still able to be professional with the person-
that is an amazing thing to do.  I wonder are there ways in practice that these 
attitudes can be addressed by the agency also should they come up? 
Perhaps you can bring this up with your placement supervisor if it happens?  I 
had not realised that doing the genogram made you feel homesick in the 
session and wonder if the group was smaller might you have been able to 
share how you were feeling? Or maybe you just wanted to deal with it 
privately? 

Karen  

From having these opportunities, some students said they were more able to connect with 

clients from a wide range of contexts and more comfortable and confident working with people 

from different cultural backgrounds and social situations to their own.  For example, Niamh a 

third-year student felt she had an increased awareness following her involvement in the group 

process and on the Placement Review Day said: 

“I think it (the group process) increases awareness.  A lot of the things we 
looked at in our reflections here wouldn’t necessarily have been things that 
I wouldn’t have thought about myself, but I wouldn’t be consciously aware of 
them. So, going over our family tree, our prejudices and 
GGGRRAAACCEEESSS are all things that are kind of at the back (pointing 
at the back of her head) but bringing them forward, remembering them 
actually gets you aware that geography, might be a reason, or religion or 
race, or this is why I actually got into this or this was mine”. 

Laura also a third-year student found that the process had helped her be more curious and 

confident when working this time with people from different cultural and religious backgrounds.  

She gave the example of a family from a country in Africa that she worked with that didn’t 

celebrate family birthdays or Christmas.  She was curious about this and wanted to know more: 

“Normally I’d kinda pull away from that because I wouldn’t like to ask any 
questions that would upset them or anything.  But this year I kinda was like 
you know ‘just ask them about it, get them to tell you about it’.  I was more 
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interested and more confident about asking them about it whereas before I 
just would have been like ‘Oh right, okay, fair enough like’”. 

While our conversation focused on students becoming more aware of their attitudes and 

prejudices when working with clients some students used the space to talk about times they 

felt they were treated differently to others on placement because of their gender, age or culture 

with youth being equated with little experience by staff and clients.  Katherine, for example, felt 

strongly that age did not make somebody a better practitioner: 

“Some people think they have more experience than you cause they’re older 
and I just think like that this is what I’ve wanted to do for so long.  I think I’d 
be quite passionate about it”.  

At times they struggled to keep relationships professional and maintain boundaries such as in 

youth work settings where some young people tended to treat them as peers and did not take 

direction from them as they would from older staff members.  Of great concern was the fact 

that Kate felt she was not taken seriously due to her age and because she was a first-year 

student when she told her supervisor she had witnessed a staff member being abusive to a 

client.  This was a key moment for me in terms of my self-reflexivity and perceptions of students 

and their capacities for practice.  

Like others, I had viewed human development in a modernist way, as a staged process leading 

to a certain maturity (Erikson, 1985) and had also succumbed to dominant discourses that 

equated maturity in age with lots of experience and readiness to practise in social care.  But 

the stories of care I heard here challenged my preconceptions and from a social constructionist 

viewpoint, I remembered development as occurring and changing across the lifespan in 

relationship with others and the social environment.   

While age was one difference noticed by students some mentioned that having a child 

themselves even when they were young, altered the view other practitioners had of them and 

their capabilities when on placement.  While Amanda Middleton (2019) says that it may seem 

to be always adding more categories to the Social GGGRRRAAACCEESSS (Burnham, 2012) 

in these groups family status and having a child was a difference that some felt contributed to 

how others saw them and their readiness for social care practice.  Naomi gives voice to this 

when she said:  

 “I suppose when you go out you think like, because you’re so young they’re 
going to look at you as just not as experienced, whereas once they find out 
that I’ve had a child at such a young age, that they see me as being mature 
and being able for the work... you’ve the experience”. 
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While sometimes age was an obstacle, some began to see that they could use these aspects 

of themselves to build relationships with clients and staff.  Eve who worked in a resource centre 

for people experiencing homelessness noted in her diary: 

I found it easy to build a strong relationship with a female client who is 

in her late twenties... I feel age helped us connect as we often chat about 

similar interests such as music, films and beauty.   There are now days 

where she would invite me over to her table to chat or talk about her past life 

or what she did… 

At other times because of their age, some mature students felt they were expected to act like 

a worker which meant they had more responsibility than a social care student should have on 

placement.   

While I had delivered practice and placement modules for a long time, the teaching often 

focused on the student and their capacity to provide professional and ethical practice with 

clients.  This time there was a shift in focus as some female students began to describe times 

when they felt uncomfortable and unsure about how to deal with inappropriate attention and 

personal questions from some male service users, particularly within the intellectual disability 

sector.   

It was unlikely that these experiences would have been discussed in larger classes as they 

had not felt comfortable to even tell their placement supervisor.  Within the safety of the group 

they were able to articulate how uncomfortable they had felt in these situations and from this I 

am now more tuned into the importance of considering these aspects within my teaching in the 

future for female and male students preparing for placement. 

A space for honesty  

I had noticed when I had prepared students for placement previously they often focused on 

providing a description of clients, their symptoms or behaviours or engaged in othering 

(Shotter, 2011) of them.  This time there was a change of focus away from the client to 

themselves as practitioners in relationship with clients.  

Anna, a third-year student noticed this change in emphasis and remarked:  

“I think it’s a very good idea what you’re doing because plus as well you 
actually probably get to recognise what’s happening within yourself as is as 
important as what’s going to happen when you react to a client”.  
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While I hoped that there would be a change in how third-year students might adopt a more 

systemic rather than behavioural position on placement this time, I had not anticipated the 

change within the first-year group when they returned to college for their Placement Review 

Day.  They described many experiences and practice dilemmas they had encountered 

including building relationships while maintaining professional boundaries, the safeguarding of 

clients and their self-care when working in the field.  The conversation flowed between them 

rather than through me as the group facilitator.  John a young student described the 

connections he made with a young male client at a mental health resource centre, while Sophia 

a quiet, mature woman spoke softly about her difficulties when working with a young woman 

with an intellectual disability giving us all some ideas on how we might also set professional 

boundaries but in a softer way in our work.  Some first-years felt that having been involved in 

this group had helped them a lot on placement.  Eleanor said:  

 “If we didn’t do this if I hadn’t been part of the research … I don’t think I 
would have gained as much from placement... It really benefitted me” 

While initially apprehensive about the group process, Anna felt she was more reflexive of her 

own experiences of caring and felt more confident when interacting with a client who was 

experiencing grief when working within an intellectual disability service on placement.  She 

reflected on this in her diary: 

Initially on entering this group for the first time I was a bit apprehensive 

about the nature of the research, what we were going to talk about, hear and 

possibly deal with within ourselves.  In the outside world, I normally would 

get to choose whom I share personal details with, while this was a concern 

Karen had reassured us that nothing was compulsory if we were 

comfortable sharing that was ok if we didn’t want to share that was ok too.  

My earliest experience of caring was when I was little, and I had measles 

and mumps and I remember being bought a bottle of Lucozade.  In our 

house, you had to be sick to get a bottle of Lucozade. Also, I had five 

brothers and it was me that went everywhere with my father-football 

matches, playing at musicals, fishing etc. 

I, in turn, learned to care from these very roots and when my children were 

of the right age, I tried to engage in all their activities. As a social care 
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worker, there are many different ways to care not just the obvious… it also 

involves listening and acting. 

My role in the family is one of mother but under the remit of the mother 

role comes other sub-roles such as wife and partner, a grandmother, 

daughter in law, sister in law, listener and general all-round planner and 

organiser. My role as listener also rolls over to my relationship with my 

friends and I would always endeavour to lend an ear when needed. 

While on placement one particular client’s dad died and she on many 

occasions mentioned this to me. After some time, I approached her key 

worker to get a backdrop as to what work had been done with her on a 

bereavement level. There had been some efforts made to help her address 

what she was feeling,...I just became an active listener and let her share 

pictures of him with me and share experiences which seemed to help her in 

some way while I was there. 

I was impressed with how Anna connected her personal experiences of care and family life 

and was able to empathise with a woman she was working with that was grieving.  She realised 

that this woman wanted to talk about her feelings with somebody and was proactive in her 

response to this service user rather than ignoring her needs.  In my feedback I wanted to 

respond and encourage her with this: 

Anna  

I very much enjoyed reading your diary entries and smiled at the idea of 
Lucozade as a symbol of caring!  I liked how you made the connection 
between your role as a listener at home and being a listener (when others 
may not have been able to) with your client who was grieving.   

Pieces are also well written. 

Karen  

Some students connected their own experiences, both positive and negative with how they 

responded to a client facing a difficult situation and they felt they showed more confidence 

when working with clients.  Like Anna, they noticed that the roles they adopt with friends and 

family were also roles they were likely to take up in practice.  They realised though that they 

needed to be tuned into these to avoid over-identifying with the client’s experience or avoiding 

the situation due to their own past experiences.  When Eileen was challenged by a young 
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person she was able to be relationally reflexive of her position with him and resist the urge to 

be his “mother”.  I shared a recent example from my practice where I felt I had over-identified 

with a client, a woman of similar age and life experience to myself and found myself adopting 

a “rescuer” role in the therapy.  But I told them that within peer-group supervision I was able to 

make sense of my reaction to her within the work.  By sharing some aspects of myself and my 

practice, even aspects that were unflattering or not perfect contributed to others being more 

confident to discuss their practice and learning dilemmas within the group process.   

Understanding ourselves to work with others  

While personal and professional development groups are generally seen as part of 

psychotherapy training there were different views by students and some lecturers on the nature 

of this type of group within social care education.  Some saw it as therapeutic, a way to 

understand their own experiences before working with others which is something that was 

needed within social care training.  I was very tuned into the importance of this being a reflexive 

space but not a space for therapy.  One student spoke of it being a “kind of counselling” for 

them while another felt it brought up memories and felt like a “sort of therapy” to them.  This 

concerned me and indicated that I needed to be clear that it was a teaching and learning 

process.  Some saw it as a form of supervision and an important way to look at themselves, 

talk about their feelings and counteract the possibility of burnout.  Niamh notes the importance 

of this in her reflexive diary: 

“As professionals, we will need to be able to understand ourselves and our 

own experiences of care to be best able to deliver care and support to potential 

clients and extend care to the vulnerable in society.  To me, this exercise 

demonstrated that if we don’t first look at ourselves, what influenced us 

into this line of work and have an understanding of ourselves, then how 

can we expect future clients to rely on us to understand and care for them?” 

But there was always a possibility that in a group like this that as we speak of past experiences, 

difficult and painful memories emerge with little warning.  While there were safeguards in place 

to deal with such eventualities, I needed to be very tuned in to what was happening in the room 

and the possible impact on each of us when the session finished.  My experience as a systemic 

psychotherapist greatly assisted me to respond to the person within the process either within 

the session or afterwards in my feedback on their reflexive diaries.  Some spoke of recent 

bereavements openly while others thought about some of the experiences without voicing 

them, choosing to write about these rather than share them with the group.   
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Grace writes: 

“I felt that this class was very successful for me as an individual, as I 

usually don’t talk about my own experiences.   

Sharing information about my aunt was very difficult to talk about but 

after I mentioned her in class I felt a huge weight lifted off my shoulders.  

My mother cared for her in our home for just over six years… It was very 

upsetting to see her deteriorate in front of our eyes.   

A time when I felt I have been cared for is by parents, they have supported 

me through everything, and I am very thankful to them.  I didn’t mention 

it in the class but the reason I am so grateful to them is because … 

On reading this diary entry I felt I needed to respond to Grace on a personal level so I wrote 

some feedback on her diary entries suggesting she might keep this reflexivity going when she 

was on placement: 

Grace  

I think being part of the group brought up some issues around loss, illness, 
and your own experiences of family.   I wonder how you felt after each of 
these sessions, for example, were you upset, sad?  Did you speak with 
anyone at home about any of this? It seems from reading all your diary 
entries so far that the group process has started you thinking.  I look forward 
to hearing you reflect more on these issues when on placement. 

Karen  

While I was very clear this was a reflexive learning group, not therapy, students valued the 

opportunities it presented to look at their past experiences.  In the same way, social care work 

is not therapy, but the residential social care worker role does involve working with young 

people in care and encompasses three main areas.  Graham (1995) defines the work as a 

combination of maintenance, attachment-building and therapeutic roles as they help young 

people deal with past relationships and difficult experiences.  It was interesting that there were 

times that students experienced the group process and my position within it as therapeutic.  In 

feedback one student noted: 

“I think a group such as this could greatly impact (on social care education)...as 

we can talk and explore areas which slip through the teaching process, such as 

our experiences, worries, thoughts.  It is almost like an open counselling 
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session only in a group form.  I think it allows people a better understanding 

of themselves and others which allows for better connections with peers and 

service users” (Feedback, Session 7). 

But while there may have been a therapeutic tone to the group at times, the application of 

these experiences to their practice with clients ensured that the focus remained on student 

learning rather than group therapy.  For example, during the group process, there was a 

realisation by some that their own story might be like that of a client’s and they were concerned 

about the impact of this on the work.  Psychoanalysis refers to this as transference, believing 

the therapist must identify and use this effectively with the client through self-analysis (Nelson-

Jones, 2015).  Yvonne Dolan (1991) says client’s stories can be very similar to those of 

therapists and therefore supervision is important as a forum to explore these while also noting 

the differences between the practitioner and client story to avoid undermining the client’s 

experience.  In these reflexive groups, we had permission and space to do this.  James saw 

similarities between his experiences growing up and those of some of the clients he had 

worked with on previous placements.  However, while on placement this time, while working in 

emergency accommodation for men experiencing homelessness, he was able to see the 

differences between the experiences of his clients and his own: 

“The thing that impacted on me most was when I listened to their stories 

on how they became homeless, they all were either abandoned or rejected by 

their families.  I know my family has its ups and downs like every other 

family, but at the end of the day we are there for each other, we also want 

the best for each other.  It was very hard for me to process the whole notion 

of being abandoned by my family.  For me family is everything.  I seem 

to think a lot about my own family while on placement and how lucky I 

am to have them in my life”. 

While some of the client’s stories resonated with him, he was clear on the professional role he 

occupied and the importance of maintaining professional boundaries as a social care worker: 

“They talked to me a lot about everyday stuff and sometimes they talked 

about very personal stuff… I am well aware of the boundaries and being a 

professional at all times… I am trying to be there for them in a caring way 

but at the same time I am not trying to play the part of a family member 

that for various reasons had turned their back on them”. 
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He engaged in ongoing reflexivity throughout the group process, and this time when on 

placement in a residential setting for people with drug and alcohol addiction, he noticed he was 

more relationally aware regarding the impact of what he might say or do on a client:  

“You can easily say the wrong thing going into a place like that and not know 
it and cause so much turmoil so quick, so to know all is, when we were 
talking, building up to that in our classes like, eh it brings you more back into 
‘right this is me, but that’s not them”.   

He went into more detail, making distinctions between how he might spend Christmas with his 

family and how his clients might find the Christmas period difficult.  Rather than focusing on a 

client’s behaviour alone or seeing it as something independent of him he had a more systemic 

and relational perspective to his practice as he was more tuned into how his responses could 

impact on a client.  He goes on to say: 

“You can see it all coming from where we were talking in our sessions in the 
group thing.  You can see a lot of that coming through.  But it has helped, for 
me cause, I could, not knowingly…say the wrong things; ‘Ah sure you’re 
grand’, ‘Don’t worry’, ‘Look it’s in the past’ or whatever”. 

In the same way, he noted that what a client says, “can trigger off things in yourself too” and 

he felt that we need to have an awareness of the possibility of this and he saw the group 

sessions as beneficial in terms of building an awareness of this: 

“If I hadn’t had those first sessions, those six or seven sessions we had I 
know I would have said or done a lot of harm.  It’s the silly little things, it’s 
not the serious things that trigger all those people off, it’s the silly, it’s the 
small little things-seeing a Christmas Tree or a man walking with a 
child…and you need to be aware.  People’s moods, their tones, they’re 
getting up and walking off cause, it doesn’t take them long to self-harm or 
different things like that.  It’s just you have to be very aware of yourself”. 

This relational and systemic aspect of social care practice often missed by practitioners and 

educators was also described by Anna who recounted her experience of trying to build a 

relationship with a young boy in a school setting.  She felt he did not connect with her initially 

as she had challenged him when he had displayed physically aggressive behaviour towards 

her.  Rather than focusing on his behaviour alone, she was able to be more systemic and 

relational in her understanding saying: “He has to get to know me and I have to get used to 

him”.  By involving him in a project she was doing she was able to build a relationship with him.  

As she told the story I wondered aloud if there were other factors outside the school context 

that could be impacting on his relationships with others and we were able to be more systemic 

and relational in our conversation regarding this boy and his relationship with Anna.  
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Difference to other models of reflection  

There are a variety of different models of reflection used across different adult education 

settings (Schön, 1983; Kolb, 1984; Gibbs, 1988).  In social care education in Ireland, Kolb’s 

Model (1984) is favoured and students are asked to reflect on an event or intervention as part 

of their learning on placement (IASCE, 2009).  This time students wanted to become more 

personal in their reflecting, more focused on themselves before looking at practice situations.  

Given this change in focus, it was inevitable that there would be some comparisons made 

between this programme and the traditional Placement Preparation module.  I noticed a 

difference in how I felt and experienced these reflexive learning groups and the traditional 

module that I had taught for several years.  This time the classes were more intense as I had 

connected with students more, heard their personal stories and they mine which encouraged 

us to be more reflexive and open about our practice.  I wondered how the third-year groups 

had found the process this time and if they like me, found it a long process: 

James:  I suppose it doesn’t feel a long time ago for the simple fact, it was easy for us 

and it wasn’t as daunting or stressful, not for me anyway. 

Eileen:  It was enjoyable. 

Fiona:   Yeah, I prefer this class a mile… 

Others nodded 

Alison: Reflections for this are a lot easier because it’s personal.  It’s really hard to 

reflect on a piece like 

Fiona:  (interjects) Policies and Procedures (makes a face). 

Alison:  This is way easier, it’s actually about you. 

James: I suppose it’s good learning for us as what happens in the real world…It 

probably gives you a better grasp of what reflection actually is and probably 

keeps you more in the moment. 

Karen:  I’m wondering about the teaching style.  I feel this is a different teaching style 

than normal? 

Amanda and Fiona both interject quickly: 

Fiona:  I prefer it. 

Amanda:  I prefer this one.  Sitting around in a circle rather than a classroom. 
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Fiona:  And it’s more about reflection which is what we needed I think, to know how to 

reflect…and now I’d be more confident reflecting on something by doing these 

classes than I would in the normal placement class…I probably still wouldn’t 

have had a clue. 

Eileen: This is probably more my learning style as well…yeah that we’re talking about 

it. 

Fiona:  It’s peer learning as well. 

Karen:  So, say a bit more about that Fiona. 

Fiona: Just like other people’s experiences and how they would deal with something 

or say if I said something about how I dealt with a situation it might help 

somebody else 

Karen:  Yes 

Fiona:  In the same situation in their placement. 

Karen:  That point came up a lot (in the Feedback Sheets after sessions).  It was not to 

do with me at all, it was to do with listening to what other people said, and they 

enjoyed that…they liked to listen to other people and certainly for me…when I 

was listening to what people were saying I was totally at times over-awed by 

what people’s experiences were, which for me you never get to hear about in 

the classroom situation cause there are too many people and it’s a different 

context. 

Amanda: Just that I prefer the circle rather than desks and sitting there you know, it’s not 

really a group when you’re sitting at the desk. 

This was an interesting point as it illustrated the importance of paying attention to the non-

human matter in the classroom and helped me notice the “vitality of other matter” such as 

chairs or tables and the interconnections that are made with these non-humans (Simon & 

Salter, 2020, p.2) in a teaching session.  As this conversation continued I was transparent 

about what was going on for me within the group: 

Karen: I think I’ve learnt an awful lot as well from the process and I still haven’t figured 

it all out yet cause there is still the bit about watching videos and all that…It’s 

been a very different experience for me than other learning groups or other 

learning environments. 
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James: But like all along, since we started from first year, all they were telling us was 

going on placement …was reflection, reflection, reflection (some laughs) but we 

were never actually told what’s reflection.  I think in the moment and then, later 

on, it’s not the same.  But the way we done it in this class, here, now, you can 

relate to it more, you can keep key things in your head, so you can actually, 

even though it’s, later on, you can nearly come back to the moment, how you 

actually feel at that moment.  Something did happen, something positive or 

negative, at least we’ve a better understanding of how we can actually write it 

down instead of just writing gibberish, just to get words on a page. 

Amanda:  (Referring to the traditional model) It’s more like describing.   

The third-year group found this process was more personal, more focused on them rather than 

the performance of certain skills or competencies.  In an era of the statutory registration of 

social care workers and a need for graduates to display certain competencies pertinent to the 

role of a social care worker, this was an interesting point given the pressure on students and 

academics to evidence these in their learning and teaching (Social Care Workers Registration 

Board, 2017a; Social Care Workers Registration Board, 2017b).  While having skills and 

competencies for practice are important, social care education should be a process that 

develops critical thinking, personal and professional reflexivity within a social justice 

framework.  For example, Tom, a third year, noticed a difference in how he had written 

reflections on practice before and how he was more reflexive of himself and his background 

after engaging in this module:  

In terms of work experience (before) we had to reflect on certain aspects like 

reflection on relationship-building …but I’ve never had to reflect on myself 

as a whole. 

But within the group process this time, he writes: 

I feel it gave a kind of different dimension to it I suppose.  I talked a lot 

more about the context of where I was coming from, as opposed to whenever 

I was writing up on previous placements I wrote specifically on just the 

placement, not where I’m coming from and why I approach it like that. 

Emily found that the process helped her to be more reflexive of herself not just about her 

abilities or skills which had previously been the case but her understanding of herself and her 

reactions to others on placement: 
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I think we spend so much time reflecting on our abilities or on other people 

we don’t actually reflect deep enough.  I think these may be the classes that 

I will have a lightbulb moment of ‘I am acting this way because of this 

event’.  If I look back on my reflections for placement (before) maybe this 

is why I have never felt I got the hang of it.  Maybe I needed to get more 

personal than staying on the surface because what am I really learning 

from that? 

While some students were anxious at the beginning of the process they found that when they 

were given the space and heard others speak, the process was more meaningful and personal 

to them: 

Ella:  I was kind of unsure about doing it at the start…cause I didn’t know that I’d be 

like able to like, do you know the way in the other group they would have 

guidelines, I thought it would be more difficult seeing it from my own place but I 

actually found it easier.  

Karen:   What do you think was easier? 

Ella:  Helping like hearing people’s stories and discussing it in class, then when you 

went away and actually wrote up about it.  

Karen:  It kind of made more sense? 

I asked if they had experiences like these before: 

Eve:  You’re actually thinking more of your own personal life.  We’re learning all the 

time how to deal with people like. 

Karen:  So, the course is a lot to do with working with people? 

Eve: From first year we were learning what we should do and how we could advocate 

for people, but we never actually think about ourselves. 

Karen:   What do you think stops us thinking about ourselves? 

Peter:   The whole degree itself is focused towards others…so when it comes to 

reflection ...we’re supposed to give our end, our thoughts in different situations, 

we’re being told that’s the point, to look at you, not the actual whole experience.   

Karen:  Yes, so it’s just a snapshot of what might be happening? 
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Peter:   You do deeper reflecting if you’re left to do it yourself. 

And later he goes on to say: 

Peter:  Each person sitting in the room will have a different experience of any situation 

…each person should be allowed write that situation. 

Karen:   Yes 

Peter:  Not be told how to write it. 

Laura:  (Speaking of the previous assessment process) They’re not really reflections, 

let’s be honest…you weren’t told to reflect.  We want to know about this and 

this, and basically what happens on placement doesn’t really matter. 

When I thought about this dialogue later I felt what they were saying was that they were 

unhappy with the rigidity, the prescriptive nature, and the confinement of the usual assessment 

on competencies.  They found the classes within this new module interesting as they felt it was 

important to understand themselves first before reflecting on how they worked with clients: 

Karen:   Is it more yourself now? Is it more authentic or something? 

Peter:  We’ve people talking about experience on placement.  (He looks at Eve). We 

did a different placement…That’s the first time we spoke about that experience 

and we’re three years here now.  It should be like that.  More smaller groups left 

open to talk. 

Karen:  This group was all about relational reflexivity which is about what’s happening 

in the moment with a person so in a way the group is a bit like that because we 

looked…I didn’t have a fixed idea of what was going to happen so kind of things 

came out as they came out or they emerged…And (to Eve) as you were saying 

you didn’t think you’d saying anything but then as one person said something, 

that’s funny because I remember you in the first session you said quite a bit. 

Eve:  It’s just in normal classes I wouldn’t have. 

Karen:   So, what’s different? 

Eve:  Probably smaller groups. 

Other students agreed that they were able to be more reflexive and moved their thinking from 

engaging in reflection after an event to being more responsive and reflexive within a moment 

in their interaction with a person.  James makes this distinction on several occasions and 
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seems to distinguish between reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action as described by 

Schön (1983) when he writes in his diary:  

I noticed from placement class people seemed to talk more freely, and it 

also gave me the ability to think and reflect more in the moment while 

interacting with these service users.  For me, I think my experiences during 

my participation…gave me the confidence and the ability to reflect in the 

moment rather than on the moment. 

This was a huge shift in focus as in my experience of teaching the traditional module, students 

often spoke or wrote a lot about a client with little or no self-reflection of themselves and their 

interactions with a client within a moment. 

Increased confidence and readiness for practice  

One of the benefits of this change in teaching and learning context seemed to be that students 

felt more confident and ready for social care practice.  Within the large class groups previously 

I had missed how students might be feeling and how anxiety or shyness had prevented some 

from contributing or voicing their opinion.  As the weeks passed and we entered the performing 

stage of the group (Tuckman, 1965) I noticed those who had been reserved, found their voice, 

and articulated some of their ideas.  Kate who had found her first placement difficult noted this 

change in her diary: 

I also feel that talking out loud in front of the research group has built my 

confidence, so I feel more comfortable talking in front of people on my 

placement.  

Eve noted a change in how she was in these classes feeling more able to speak in comparison 

with other classes where she usually chose to remain quiet.  The perception she had of herself 

was very different from my experience of her within this learning group process where she had 

contributed substantially to the discussions.  As I reviewed the video of one of the sessions I 

noted this difference and wrote: 

I’m interested in how some student’s views of themselves have changed, how 
I had an impression of Eve as talkative in this group context, but she 
experienced herself as being very different in other classes.  The smaller and 
perhaps safer context has contributed to her being more open and more 
responsive in class with me and with her peers.  I wonder in the larger groups 
does she feel that she would like to contribute more but shyness prevents her 
from doing this.  While large classes may make sense for education systems 
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in economic terms I wonder what the personal cost of this for an individual 
like Eve who feels a bit lost in large lecture halls. 

While Eve noticed a shift for her, I also had witnessed others becoming more participative and 

confident in giving their opinion within the sessions.  In contrast to my usual experience where 

some students do contribute in class, others remain silent with interaction levels rarely 

changing, across the semester.  Students were surprised by the changes they noticed in 

themselves and their learning within these groups.  They felt more able to speak openly in front 

of others and felt this would also be beneficial when working with other professionals in multi-

disciplinary situations or as an advocate for clients, an important part of the professional social 

care worker role.  Ella made the connection between how she felt about herself now as part of 

this group and how she might act in future practice contexts: 

I feel the pre-placement classes greatly helped me as a person ... There were 

many different aspects of the group process that stood out for me, one being 

the fact that the group size was small... Before attending these classes I 

would never have had the courage to speak openly about my experiences in 

life, as I would have considered them invalid… The group size allowed me 

as a person to speak openly about my experiences without any judgement 

and I really believe this will help me in the future when working in the 

field especially during team or multidisciplinary meetings when I will 

have to speak openly about clients. 

Students noted that they felt that taking part in this type of learning context better prepared 

them for their placements.  First-year students felt more tuned in to their thoughts, feelings and 

experiences and were more aware of the attitudes that they had regarding others and that it 

was okay to ask for help from others in practice settings.  As one first-year student writes: 

“Acknowledging my own experiences, prejudice and limitations will help me 

to ask for help if I feel out of my depth, to understand that not everyone is 

going to see things my way and to realise I can’t save/help everyone.  I’m going 

to come up against prejudice, difficult people, difficult situations, but this 

process has helped me feel more prepared in facing these in the years ahead” 

(Feedback, Session 7). 
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While the groups were aimed at helping students become more reflexive of themselves in 

preparation for placement, an unexpected outcome was that some felt more able and more 

confident to voice their opinions when in group settings which would help them in their personal 

and professional lives in the future.   

“When people are talking it reminds me”… 

Within this process, there was a weaving of different stories which encouraged us to share 

some personal and professional experiences relevant to practice.  As one person spoke others 

responded, sharing an aspect of themselves or their lived experience.  In doing this we moved 

from reflection on practice being an aboutness activity focused on a certain client to a with-

nessing approach (Shotter, 2011) where reflexivity is relational and occurs in the presence of 

others and in response to them within a moment.  Likewise, I was relationally reflexive and as 

students spoke I was reflexive within that moment responding to them there and then.  John 

Burnham (2005) sees relationally reflexivity in training contexts as being present when 

facilitators share their ideas, feelings and complete an ongoing review of the process with 

trainees rather than leaving feedback until the end.  While a bit apprehensive at first, these 

ideas and the connections I felt I was making meant I felt I could give some feedback within 

the session itself rather than at the end of a formal assessment process.   

There was a parallel process evident also as I noticed when students were reflexive of their 

experiences, this encouraged me to share some of my personal and familial experiences with 

them.  For example, as we shared our Maps of Caring (Dutta & Finlay-Musonda, 2007) I spoke 

of the care that had been shown to me as a child by my parents, grandparents, and aunts.  I 

talked about the care I receive now from my husband, my daughter, and my neighbour.  She 

helps me with the school runs and childcare, and on one morning as I rushed to work, gave 

me the lightest homemade scones to bring with me for my lunch. 

There were several times within the process where I was able to respond to a student within 

the moment, focusing on their strengths and what was going well for them in their practice.  In 

one session we chose the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS (Burnham, 2012) that appealed to 

us most (Totsuko, 2014; Mills-Powell & Worthington, 2007). The Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS 

(Burnham, 2012) helped us discuss differences that we might not necessarily be aware of and 

more able to extend our discussion outside of our usual “comfort zone” (Burnham et al, 2008, 

p.529).  Laura a third-year student found she was different on placement this time when 

working with people from a different culture to her own.  She was more curious and confident 

about asking a family about their rituals and customs which was different from the usual 

position where she would not ask any questions in case she upset or insulted them.  She saw 

her improved cultural competence as being related to our group discussions on appreciation, 
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difference, and prejudice.  Fiona felt confident in her ability as a future social care worker 

explaining she can make connections easily with others: 

“Ability-wise, I know myself I can go into a placement and I have the ability 
to mix with people.  I feel able to make relationships.  I never had a problem 
making friends… I’d be a confident enough person, so I know I have the 
ability to do whatever is needed to do”. 

As she spoke I was impressed to hear this and in that moment I felt I needed to respond to her 

and say: 

“It sounds like when you are talking, ability is more than, it’s good that there 
is education and ability on the list because you’re talking about something 
different to book-learning.  You’re talking about ability in a different way to 
education or skills… a sense of confidence in yourself as a tool, the ‘use of 
self’ idea”. 

She connected this confidence with becoming a mother at a young age.  As she spoke I 

wondered if could share with her how I had experienced her within the group, something I 

would not usually do in class.  So, I took a relational risk (Mason, 2005) and responded to her 

within the moment: 

Karen: What I’m thinking of when you came into the group the first day, how you 

positioned yourself with me was… you were very much like bubbly, we’re here 

to do...” 

Fiona:   I’m just like that all the time. 

Karen: It made it easier for me, I just wanted to say that to you.  So, I’m imagining in 

practice then that must be a relief for clients because... they might feel safe 

then, cause that’s the feeling I felt “Oh Fiona she knows what she’s about, she’s 

being here, she’s going to get into it” 

James:  Get stuck in. 

As the conversation progressed James talked about leaving school at fifteen and how his 

previous employment helped him on placement to “get on with people” and “get stuck in” 

something noted by his placement supervisor.  Once again I felt able to share my experience 

of him in the group:  

Karen: What I also noticed the first day… you’re so friendly, you’re like ‘Hello’ and up 

for it. 
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Fiona:  We can vouch for that.  Last year we came from (another Institute) and James 

was the first person to talk to us and join us into the group. 

Karen:  I suppose the thing is as well as bringing in other people, I felt you know that 

day, I felt brought into the group even though I was the lecturer… You’re very 

welcoming is what I mean.  One of the things I was thinking was…when I was 

thinking of doing the research, ‘Oh I don’t know third years, I haven’t had you’, 

it would have been much easier in a way for me to start with a group I already 

had…it was a challenge for me to come in and I did actually feel very welcome. 

James: I’d say a lot of people joined for the simple reason they knew you had to do an 

assignment too, so, we can all try and help each other out. 

Karen:  That’s what I’m saying. It’s more collaborative than ‘you’re the teacher/lecturer’. 

These pieces of dialogue show that as we connected we became more relationally reflexive of 

ourselves in response to others rather than engaged in reflection on practice in an 

individualised way.  In my reflexive diary after this session I wrote: 

Today’s group brought up lots of issues regarding age, ability, and 

student’s confidence.  As Fiona was speaking I felt able to give her 

feedback on how I experience her in the group as being so lively and 

motivated.  It is very rare that I would ever give such personal feedback 

to students.  I told James I experience him as warm and welcoming 

in the group.  I got a sense of warmth, fun and willingness to help 

each other (and me!) out.  I found I shared what I was feeling at 

different moments and how I was experiencing how we were going on 

together. I was also amazed at how confident some students feel 

personally and in their practice.  It is interesting as I write this that 

in a session based around students being more aware of times they 

may have prejudices when working with a client, I am more appreciative 

of them and their capabilities as I experience them in this group with 

me. (Personal Reflexive Diary, 4th October 2017). 

As students were speaking their experiences often resonated with me and I found myself 

engaging in “public reflexivity” (Hawes, 1993, p.535 in Burnham, Palma & Whitehouse, 2008) 

and as someone spoke, I was self-reflexive and shared relevant experiences or practice 

dilemmas with students.  When Emer identified herself as an “organiser” within her family of 

origin because of her involvement in the care of her grandparents and more recently with 
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friends, I said I felt that this was a role I often adopt in my life also.  I wondered aloud how 

others in my family might view this.  Eleanor connected with this explaining she does not like 

giving up the organiser role in her family for fear a task would not be completed properly.  As 

she spoke I recognised part of myself and the pressure I put myself under both personally and 

professionally.  She listed the roles she adopts in her family of origin namely “sister, daughter, 

mother, student, PA, sounding board” and put herself at the bottom of the list.  Before coming 

to college as a mature student, she felt she prioritised these other roles and activities over her 

own needs.  As she spoke I was reminded of a conversation I had with her outside of the group 

where I felt she was putting other classmates’ needs before her own and before her learning.  

As she spoke I found that I was thinking of our previous conversation and wondered if I should 

bring this into the conversation or not: 

Eleanor: Everything that I’ve written down, one word can probably link everything else 

  that's ‘responsibility’. 

Karen:  Responsibility? 

Eleanor: Yeah, in every single role and actually I kind of started now (indicates the top of 

her list) and worked my way down and at the very bottom I just have ‘me’ (I nod) 

at the very bottom of the role, and I suppose I can understand that up until I 

made the decision to come to college to do the degree, up until that it was every 

other role took precedent over it. 

As she spoke I noticed everybody was listening attentively to her.  I greatly admired her for 

being able to express this and I wondered if this was the time or place to challenge her on the 

role I had seen her adopt with another student.  I felt she should be aware that she still had 

the tendency to do this and thought this was important to address as she prepared for her first 

placement.  I chose to delve more into what she had said: 

Karen:  So, what roles have you listed? 

She lists all the roles she has 

Karen:  Do you want to say? Or maybe you don’t want to say what we, I said to you last 

week? About the class? About missing the class. 

Eleanor:  Yeah.  So, somebody wanted assistance with something, and I came to Karen 

and said would you mind if I missed this class with you to help this other person 

and you said I’m a student too and need to be in class. 
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Karen: Yeah.  Because and it wasn’t that I was trying to be hard on you but the danger, 

what I notice is you...you do put all the other class members, even so, cause 

one of the questions here is (referring to notes on the exercise) ‘Do you play 

that role in other friendships or relationships?’ and I went home and I thought… 

‘I hope Eleanor didn’t take it wrong’.  But we fall into these roles really easily 

and when we go on placement I suppose the thing maybe for us to be aware of 

is that we don’t have to be perfect, right, or we don’t have to put, it’s important 

to work with clients… but not at your own expense.  And I suppose it was just 

interesting that Eleanor who is very interested in this process here (I indicate 

the circle) was probably the first person I think, the two of you (I indicate Richard 

and Eleanor) were the first to come up to me and talk to me about it, was going 

to put and miss the class even though she didn’t want to miss it because of her 

need to help someone else out. 

After this session, I was still thinking about this as I gave her feedback in her reflexive diary: 

Eleanor 

I enjoyed reading your reflections on your own family and the roles you had 
adopted in your family.  I wondered afterwards how you had felt when I 
brought up in class that I noticed sometimes you put others’ needs before 
your own??? You seemed to have thought about this since and I liked how 
you linked it with good self-care when in practice.  I wonder how difficult is it 
for you to resist this role sometimes??? It will be interesting when you are on 
placement to reflect on this especially if clients (or staff!) are putting you 
under pressure to prioritise their needs over your self-care… 

Karen 

As I set out at the beginning of the research process to help social care students be more 

reflexive of themselves and their experiences for their practice contexts I did not anticipate how 

the experiences would impact on me and my practice.  There were times that I felt moved and 

inspired by what I heard in the groups.  As a student spoke and was reflexive, often something 

resonated with me that made me more reflexive in the moment with them.  Melanie and 

Eleanor, both mothers, spoke of the sacrifices they and their family members have made to 

help them return to education.   

Eleanor’s decision to come to college was a difficult one to make given her family 

responsibilities and this resonated with me, as I had deliberated and hesitated about the 

doctoral programme and struggled to balance home, career and study commitments at times.   
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As she spoke I was thinking about my own life as a doctoral student and later that day wrote: 

I am thinking of the guilt I feel when I study and I’m not with Daisy.  

As I write this I am looking out at Daisy, Graeme, and Lulu (our dog) 

who are playing in the snow.  It is the end of Storm Emma and while 

we have had two days off work I haven’t done as much work on my 

doctorate as I would like.  On the other hand, I feel we don’t get 

snow too often and I should be out there too.  When they come in 

cold and smiling Daisy says she is making hot chocolate for us all.  I 

protest saying I haven’t been outside.  She responds instantly saying: 

‘You had to do work, you deserve it’.  This one remark helps me see 

how she views this study and I think she understands (Personal 

Reflexive Diary, 2nd March 2018). 

At different times when I felt tired, confused or overwhelmed within the doctoral journey I hear 

Eleanor’s voice as she told us that once she had decided to go to college she decided to take 

any “opportunity to learn” including taking part in this module and research.  While she does 

not know this, it is in my witnessing of her eagerness to learn and embrace new experiences 

that have led me to take more chances, volunteer for more activities outside of the writing of 

the thesis itself within my research journey.   

A Model of Relational Reflexivity for social care education  

One of the focuses of this research process was to explore the possibility of developing a 

model of relational reflexivity to be used in social care training and education in the future.  I 

wanted to explore what aspects of systemic theory and practice might help students be more 

reflexive of themselves, their family and life experiences in preparation for social care practice.  

While I had some ideas and some themes to explore in each session I was interested to hear 

how students experienced these groups and valued their feedback in terms of my goal to 

design and develop a programme for social care education and training. 

A different kind of learning  

One of the strengths of this process was that it captured the experiences of both first and third-

year social care students.  The third-year groups had experienced the traditional model of 

placement preparation and were vocal about how difficult they had found this, particularly when 

asked to be self-reflexive.  Helen said they were expected to be able to reflect but admits she 

was unsure how to do this and had been told that she was “too descriptive” in her writings.  
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Previously students reflected on their use of skills, a theory, a supervision session on 

placement after an interaction but in these groups I wanted them to think about themselves 

and their family experiences before going on placement or into practice contexts.  Across the 

groups, students liked this change in emphasis seeing the process as a good combination of 

looking at their personal and their professional experiences so they could learn more about 

themselves.  I remembered Laura had difficulties with the traditional model of reflection used 

in her first and second year, and I felt it was important to ask her how she had found the 

reflexive process this time: 

Laura: I definitely preferred it (this model).  I got more out of it.  I found out kind of, I 

was paying more attention to what I was doing on placement because I was 

thinking about it from being in this group. 

Karen:  Okay 

Laura: Cause, to be honest, when you’re doing the other diary I left them to complete 

last-minute both years cause, I couldn’t have cared less about them.  They just 

didn’t apply to me at all whereas with this like I was thinking before I was even 

on placement, so I just felt I was paying more attention to what I was doing and 

what I was learning as I went on like.  I just (shrugs)….. 

Some students mentioned they liked the personal aspect that was brought into the process 

this time and focusing on themselves meant they understood the process better.  Helen who 

had struggled to reflect previously, found writing reflexively this time was easier as it was more 

personal: 

“I think it helped us to reflect about placement…Because it was more 
personal you’re kind of going: ‘Oh Yeah! I’m reflecting a bit better now’”  

As they listened to others speak about their own life experiences they felt it was like peer-

based learning which they liked in contrast to the usual lecture format: 

 “I enjoyed all aspects of the process and found that I learned a great deal about 

myself and about other’s attitudes to learning and life.  Hearing others speak 

had a more realistic learning instead of reading theory from a screen” 

(Feedback, Session 7). 

Across the groups, several students mentioned that they liked that the focus was on them and 

their experiences first, rather than on the client, skills, or theoretical approaches as with other 

modules.  Several emphasised the importance of a model like this in promoting practitioner 
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self-care, linking the importance of this to effective and ethical practice.  One first-year student 

mentioned this connection in their feedback: 

 “Social care is becoming more reflective.  I think this type of learning would 

be of massive benefit to students.  The value of self-care is priceless.  All other 

subjects/modules focus on the client/service user, but I think if we know more 

about ourselves then we are more prepared to see and manage our limitations 

and to be more mindful about how the job may impact us personally” 

(Feedback, Session 7).  

Once we had created a safe place together students had a chance to think and talk about their 

own past experiences in a way that they might not have done before within their college 

education.  Some mentioned they liked being able to think about why they had chosen social 

care as a career while some saw it as an opportunity to be reflexive of any difficulties they had 

in the past or any personal issues that might get in the way when they would be working with 

clients.  While I had been involved in social care practice and placement modules over many 

years, this was the first time that I witnessed students think about their own life experiences 

and wonder how these might impact both positively or negatively in practice.  For example, in 

the session on experiences of caring Olivia thought about her experiences of looking after 

somebody in her own life who had mental health difficulties and found that class particularly 

useful, later writing about this in her reflexive diary: 

Taking part in this session has helped me think about events from my 

past and how they may have influenced my future.  Moving forward and 

becoming a social care worker, I feel this will be of a benefit to me as I know 

what it is like to be on the other side. 

She reflected on how the group process had affected her as a person as well as a professional, 

realising that it is okay to have a multitude of different feelings and that these feelings within a 

certain time and context influence her connection with clients in practice: 

From taking part in this research I found I learned a lot about myself that 

I have never realised before, particularly how my own insecurities can 

prevent relationships from being built with service users… as I am now 

aware of this I can work on it… I am now more aware of my feelings and 

how they can impact on my daily life and I can work on these feelings 

instead of ignoring them or burying them.  
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This connection between past experience and present practice was one of the most noticeable 

ways that this learning environment was beneficial, not just for the student but potentially for 

clients who would get to work with practitioners who were now more aware of how they might 

position themselves with others when in practice.   

A different way of reflecting on practice.  

Social care education and preparation for the practice placement currently favours the work of 

Kolb (1984) who views reflection and learning as a cyclical process that occurs after the event 

or the experience (IASCE, 2009).  This model has been criticised for being too restrictive in 

terms of categorising students within certain learning styles and for reducing opportunities for 

reflexivity (Race, 2001). 

Students viewed these learning groups as being different from what they usually experienced 

in that they were not just reflecting after learning occurred on placement but were engaged in 

relational reflexivity with me and other students from within the process.  This difference was 

noticed by some such as James who on several occasions spoke about reflecting on what was 

happening “in the moment” with somebody in the context itself, rather than trying to reflect on 

the situation afterwards: 

“You’re not actually in the moment when you’re writing it.  When you’re 
thinking when something happens, it’s right out there, it’s there in front of 
you.  But when you’re reflecting on it, after it, you’re not actually in that 
moment, that exact feeling.  It would be different if you could write it down as 
it’s happening, you might write it down a lot different than 3 hours later”.  

I wondered aloud what the difference might be between these two ways of reflecting and Helen 

noted that while she might be worried and upset at the time something is unfolding between 

her and a client, later on, she would tend to “brush things off”.  While supervision is seen as a 

way of counteracting burnout for social care workers and others in the helping professions (O’ 

Neill, 2004, 2013; Morrison, 2005) sometimes by the time a practitioner gets to have formal 

supervision the moment has passed and the dilemma has been put aside.  A cultural difference 

was put forward by Anne Marie when she suggested within an Irish context people do not 

always like to talk about their feelings or insecurities, preferring to get on with the work.  She 

felt that these cultural beliefs might also extend into work situations when workers are faced 

with complex practice dilemmas in social care: 

“It’s a very Irish thing too, about not talking about your feelings... getting all 
mushy…carry on”. 

While the seeds for reflexivity were sown in the group these continued to grow outside the 

learning context.  For example, Susan in her reflexive diary recounts some of her past 
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experiences of caring and began to be more reflexive of her more recent caring of her sister-

something she had not have given too much thought to before.  Later, she wrote in her diary 

about these experiences and seemed to connect them with how this caring is “second nature” 

to her with clients:  

 I feel that this session made me aware of the different ways I have cared 

for others unknown to myself as it is second nature to me at this point in 

my life.   When I was younger my sister was involved in a serious 

accident... Even as a young child I helped clean her wounds, changed her 

bandages and spent all my time with her.   

My other sister recently suffered postnatal depression and without fail, I 

would call to her every morning during the Summer to help her with the 

baby before I started work… Since this first class I talked to my sister 

about it and she explained that something so simple as me calling helped 

her become well again. 

Unlike traditional models of reflection, this form of reflexivity did not finish after the session, but 

its influence spiralled into our other personal and professional domains.   

Components of a Relationally Reflexive Training Programme 

From these group sessions, I was able to gather ideas on what aspects could be incorporated 

into a programme for training in the future.  How the group was set up and the context that was 

set out initially, seemed to contribute positively to the reflexive learning experience.  The 

collaborative style of teaching or being “on their level” was mentioned as being useful in helping 

students share their views, insecurities, and personal histories.  Student commitment and 

engagement in the process was viewed as crucial to the success of any future groups or similar 

training processes.  There were remarks about the class “flying” and some mentioned they 

found it was enjoyable:  

 “Yes, I think it (the module) should definitely be part of social care education.  

I find it enjoyable, relaxing and always leave with a smile on my face.  I find it 

good to talk about previous experience and learn more about one another” 

(Feedback, Session 7). 
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The respectful context we created together helped students contribute to the discussion but 

without feeling pressurised to do so and the honesty and openness of participants created a 

richer experience as one third-year student explained:  

‘I feel that I can learn a lot more from these group meetings than in regular 

class.  The honesty of people’s comments is also a bonus.  The group meeting 

is a safe way to talk and reflect” (Feedback, Session 1). 

There were activities and aspects of our discussions that were conducive for learning.  For 

example, students liked the exploration of caring experiences using the Maps of Caring (Dutta 

& Finlay-Musonda, 2007) and began to relate these experiences to their career aspirations 

and interest in social care work.  One first-year student noted in feedback: 

“The map was very helpful as it allowed me to reflect on people other than 

family that have given support and come to me throughout my life” (Feedback, 

Session 2). 

While I had used genograms many times in my teaching to illustrate its usefulness as a 

planning, assessment or therapeutic tool when working with families (Hills, 2013) I usually 

focused on the construction of the genogram rather than an exploration of the family history of 

students.  This was because the groups were large, there was not enough time, or I felt I had 

not created a safe enough context for any deeper exploration of their family roles or 

relationships to occur.  But this time the genogram was used to explore their family of origin 

and to reflect on how their family structure and patterns might impact on their work with clients.  

While initially, some found drawing of a genogram a little complicated they saw the merits of 

such an approach for themselves and in terms of their practice. Aoife in her reflexive diary 

notes:  

I really enjoyed today’s session as I’ve always wanted to do up a genogram 

of my own…I got to hear about different people’s background and families, 

which shows everyone has a different story to tell.  I felt it was an easier 

way to share your own background as it was down on paper instead of 

telling everyone verbally...  

I think a session like this would be really helpful when getting to know a 

client as they may not want to or know how to explain their family…Also 

as a social care worker, I think it is beneficial to do your own genogram as 
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it will enable you to be more attuned to the information they share which 

will help you support...the client better.  

When we used the Social GGRRRAAACCCEEESSS (Burnham, 2012) as a framework for 

appreciating difference, acknowledging prejudices and writing about these on their placement, 

students found these sessions were very useful in helping them to explore their own 

experiences, but also to discuss ones that they were afraid to address or areas of difference 

they avoided for fear of upsetting somebody when on placement.  Tom, a third-year student 

said it was a useful way of looking at areas that he might be uncomfortable speaking about or 

that he might not have much experience of to date.   

While the format of the group and the themes for the group sessions were viewed as useful in 

terms of enhancing reflexivity, several students commented on the value of the overall 

programme in its entirety.  Some hoped it would become a permanent module in social care 

education in the future as they found it enjoyable, important for their learning, their view of 

themselves and were glad they had chosen to take part.  Others mentioned that the group 

helped them make more connections with clients on placement in that they were more aware 

of how they might use their gender or age to build relationships.   

They liked that the group was small, the collaborative nature of it and the activities used to 

explore their family roles, relationships, and experience in preparation for practice in social 

care.  We were also able to discuss how our family experiences might show up in our practice 

with a client and develop an awareness of how our family roles can help or hinder us in the 

work.  Rather than viewing “reflective practice” as something on a syllabus to be taught 

conceptually, this process was an energetic, evolving and relationally interactive process.   

Summary  

The importance of being a reflexive practitioner is emphasised in social care education.  

Despite this, students grapple with being reflexive as it seems at odds with what is usually 

required of them in an education system focused on knowledge attainment and knowledge 

production in exams or for registration bodies.  Taking part in these reflexive learning groups 

was a huge risk for students as it meant they were outside their usual prescribed role of student 

and the security and anonymity that a large class brings.   

Some approached the group with trepidation but as the weeks went on they noticed changes 

in how they felt about themselves and their practice feeling more in tune with their own life 

experiences and more able to engage and contribute in class and confident in their ability to 

be reflexive.  The focus on relational reflexivity and the collaborative nature appealed to them 
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as did the group size, how the room was arranged, and the activities used to explore family 

roles, relationships and experience, all aspects that could be considered for inclusion in a 

future social care module or training programme.  
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Chapter Six  

Essay Two: “We forget Lecturers are human too” - A Reflexive 
Account of my Practice as an Educator from within the Research 
Process. 
 
Introduction  

The idea that educators should reflect on their teaching practice is not a new one.  They are 

encouraged to reflect and review a pedagogical approach or technique used in class to 

facilitate positive learning environments for students.  But this form of reflection can be more 

task rather than relationally oriented in that teaching or assessment styles are reviewed in 

terms of their usefulness in helping students learn rather than on the relationship between 

lecturer and student.  Some such as those developed by Kolb (1984) have been criticised for 

focusing too much on the learning styles of adults as if students have a fixed way of learning 

within every context (Race, 2001).  The influence of the education environment and 

relationships in the classrooms are ignored as is the impact of these on the teaching and 

learning space.   

In this study, I wanted to do something different.  Using a social constructionist systemic and 

relational approach to teaching I was interested to see if this change in positioning would help 

students be more reflexive of themselves within this module.  A social constructionist 

perspective sees students and educators as using their multiple selves when engaging in 

meaning-making together through language in the classroom, where learning is a dialogical, 

fluid, and an ever-changing activity.  I had a sense therefore, that the learning context, my 

teaching style, the organisation of the room might need to change to create a reflexive space 

for students in preparation for social care practice.  To do this I shifted my focus to the 

relationship between me and the students rather than the topics that needed to be covered in 

a certain teaching session.  I became more tuned into my relationship with other matter also, 

such as the room, the seats, or the technology and how this relationship, this intra-action 

(Barad, 2007) can affect a certain teaching session.   

I challenged some of the dominant discourses around education that have followed me around 

in my practice and show up as uninvited guests, constraining me at times in my teaching 

practice.  I deconstructed these dominant narratives of myself and my teaching by 

experimenting with a different teaching style that was more in tune with my beliefs and 

practices as a systemic thinker. 

In this piece, I want to illustrate my experiences of being involved in this form of teaching and 

learning with students.  These are not offered as finalised accounts or a sort of manual on how 
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to teach reflexive practice, but they do give some insights on how I experienced this process, 

what I have learnt from it and how my experience can inform other lecturers preparing students 

for social care practice. 

“We’re coming into a situation that we haven’t been in before” 

In most academic studies on education, there are modernist ideas put forward which sees 

adult learners as having their unique learning style.  Lecturers armed with the most up to date 

teaching strategies use these to make sure the learning outcomes are met within a module.  

Both lecturer and student play their prescribed roles for a successful learning experience to 

take place.  Both parties are like static entities, unchanging and unflinching in their interactions 

with each other within the classroom environment, both moving towards the end goal of the 

student passing the assessment at the end of the module. 

Within this type of education structure, there is little deviation from this way of being.  The 

lecturer projects a certain view to the class, that of a person that is in control, knowledgeable 

and capable in all scenarios. But this is just one reality or one aspect of teaching in higher 

education.  There are gaps to this story and more to our lived experiences as lecturers than a 

set of grades can ever account for at the end of the term.  

Within these systems there can be little time or space to show emotion, to feel tired or anxious 

and few opportunities to give voice to these feelings.  But lecturers are not robots.  There are 

tears in the office.  There are insecurities and frustrations shared with a select few or snatched 

conversations in the corridor.  However, the education wheel continues to turn, and we go on 

to the next lecture as the semester is short with a lot of material to cover.  And so, it goes on, 

we go on.  Within these structures, the prescribed roles of teaching do serve many purposes.  

Students and lecturers know what each needs to do to play this academic game well.  Previous 

experiences in school help each understand the other, what is required of both and what 

normative expectations are suitable within a classroom setting.   

But I wanted to create a different learning context, one that would be more personal, relational, 

and focused on each student’s professional development and readiness for social care 

practice.  However, with this change in emphasis, came feelings of anxiety for me, as I wanted 

to avoid being the “real teacher-teacher” and “work things out together”; I was concerned also 

at being outside my usual lecturer role.  As we sat in a circle on the first day, I felt all eyes on 

me, looking expectantly at me to see what would happen next.   
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I was keen to organise the class in such a way as to create a dialogical and collaborative 

learning space so I focused on creating a type of context that would feel that it was safe: 

“…to explore ambiguity, uncertainty, ambivalence, ruptures, discourses, 
hopes and dreams.  Such openness is facilitated by listeners who are able 
to follow the one who talks, through a landscape that is not fixed” (Vedeler, 
2016, p.52). 

I wanted to create a relational and collaborative learning space and while there was a focus 

for each session there was not a fixed map of the lecture that I was holding on tightly to but 

instead, I adopted a not-knowing position (Anderson & Goolishian, 1992) seeing students as 

experts on their own lives.  In contrast to other styles, relational teaching practices like these 

are: 

 “…primarily improvised encounters.  The learning and teaching takes place 
in moments as they emerge and thus cannot be determined from the outset” 
(Newbury & Hoskins, 2016, p.22). 

Learning in this context is seen as a joint endeavour with understanding emerging between us 

in the group rather than “off the peg” knowledge (Stratton, 2005, p.224) handed to students by 

the lecturer.  We entered a sphere of “diffuse, sensuous or feelingful activity” away from the 

ordered, cognitive learning processes emphasised in modernist, objective perspectives of 

education and entered the “hurly-burly or bustle of everyday social life” (Shotter, 1993, p.7) 

within these reflexive learning groups.  As I reviewed the video later I wrote of the changes I 

noticed within my teaching style:  

I have adopted a very different approach to teaching within this process.  I 
cannot believe I am being so upfront with students and that I can say that my 
practice might need improving.  Instead of pretending that I know all the 
answers or how to be in every situation, I am honest rather than all-knowing.  
But I am a little concerned that because students are first years, they might 
think this means I am not confident in what I am doing or experienced 
enough. 

I was concerned at the beginning about this change in teaching style given we were used to 

more prescriptive forms of learning.  But I began to realise that for years I had separated myself 

into two different professional selves, that of systemic psychotherapist and that of social care 

educator.  While I had utilised many examples from systemic theory and practice in class I had 

never embodied a social constructionist and systemic approach within my teaching before.  

While I was a skilled and curious facilitator of conversations with couples, groups, and families 

I had never taken that approach into the teaching realm.  This time I drew on this wealth of 

experience and my systemic expertise to engage and facilitate these reflexive learning groups.   
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As I watched one of the videos of a session I began to see this subtle change to my practice: 

I notice I am asking more systemic questions in this session and probing more 
deeply and broadly, bringing in student’s perceptions of their family of origin.   
I ask one student about her decision to return to education.  She admits that 
making the decision, rather than the actual coming to college was the hardest 
part.  She talks about the “sacrifices” her husband, children and parents make 
to enable her to return to college.  As a stay at home mother, she decided given 
her children was all in school that there “was more to me than that. 

While this was an unusual learning space for us at first, the emphasis on creating a safe context 

allowed us to begin to discuss personal and professional experiences relevant to our practice 

in an emerging, collaborative and open way that led to a richer experience for us all.  But this 

was not easy for me and the next section discusses my experiences and dilemmas as I moved 

from a traditional teaching style towards a more dialogical teaching process.   

Teaching as a dialogical space 

While this was an exciting time for me, this different learning context which relied on our joint 

action (Shotter, 1993) presented some dilemmas as I let go of my usual ordered and planned 

activities to engage in more collaborative, dialogical and systemic teaching practices (Tseliou 

et al, 2016).  At times I felt a bit lost within the process, unsure of what to do, whether to direct 

more or be more silent.  As I watched the videos afterwards I saw this uncertainty in some of 

my actions, for example when I stood up as students completed an exercise, moved chairs or 

bags to re-form the chairs in a circle, searched for handouts or checked my watch, worrying 

about the time and making myself look busy.  These actions signalled to me that at times 

perhaps, I wanted to feel more in control of the session like I would within usual lectures.   

This unease might have also been connected to expectations I had of myself as a practitioner 

researcher as well as the lecturer.  Gail Simon (2020) distinguishes between activities 

associated with the professional role and those particular to the researcher role within 

practitioner research.  The video was not a necessity for the teaching but was for the collection 

of research material.  In my professional role as a lecturer, I had various activities to complete 

such as monitor student attendance, assess student diaries and be accountable in terms of 

the examination system.  As a researcher, I worried about capturing and curating rich material 

and making sure I was practising ongoing relational ethics (Simon, 2014). 

Within the lecturer role, at times I also held different positions at different times.  In the session 

using the genogram, I focused too little of the time on instructing students on the drawing of 

the genogram itself before emphasising it as a reflexive tool to think about relationships, 

transitions, and roles within families.  While this was a richer experience this time, and students 
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liked the genogram as a tool to assist them to “go deeper” in terms of their self-reflexivity, I 

think I could have provided more guidance on the completion of the genogram to avoid the 

initial confusion.  I realised afterwards that while collaborative teaching requires a slower pace, 

particularly when reflexivity is being encouraged, a student, at times, may need more 

instruction and I would need to be aware of the requirement to shift my positioning within a 

moment in class. 

Within this process, I was also being reflexive of my practice as an educator.  Many aspects 

encouraged this including the dialogue between us in the room, the feedback from students 

and the writings in our reflexive diaries.  I noticed that each time I looked at the video reviews 

I had a different response and noticed different aspects of my practice.  For example, in an 

early session I reflected on my actions and wrote the following reflexive piece before reviewing 

the video of the session: 

 I felt the group was slow to get started this time.  I invited students 

to give examples of when they were cared for and I was surprised that 

they spoke about care and support in the present rather than in the 

past.  There were some lovely examples provided-one student who has 

just had a baby spoke about how her mother, sister and family looked 

after her so well throughout her pregnancy and another spoke of the 

support she received from her classmates following recent 

bereavements.  Despite this, I felt the group was slow to get going 

and I wondered if I should have led the process more.  On the other 

hand, I did not want to intrude too much into their lives.  Maybe I 

just need to be patient and let things evolve between us? (Personal 

Reflexive Diary 29th January 2018). 

But when I reviewed the video a few days later, my impression of the session altered.  I think 

my initial disappointment was connected to how I imagined the session would go based on my 

experiences with the other two groups.  As I watched I saw something different.  There were 

many times within the conversation when one person shared an experience, it resonated with 

another who responded to them within that moment.  I noticed I was more relationally 

responsive as others spoke and I found myself sharing aspects of my life with the group.  This 

was not something I would usually do but this space seemed to allow greater freedom to speak 

openly with each other.   

Within these moments, however, I was very tuned into the possibilities but also the risks 

associated with self-disclosure.  Writing within the context of therapy Janine Roberts (2005) 
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stresses the importance of keeping the client’s story central to the therapy and avoiding 

overshadowing their experiences with our stories.  While this was teaching not therapy, I found 

these ideas useful and was careful not to undermine student experiences when sharing some 

aspects of my life I considered useful to the learning process.  In one session for example, 

when we explored our family roles, one person felt they had adopted a “leader role” at a family 

gathering.  This resonated with me, and I shared my experience of adopting an organiser role 

at a recent family occasion.  I would not usually make self-disclosures beyond benign 

information or examples from my practice within a lecture, so later in my diary I wrote about 

this: 

This is a very different experience of teaching.  As the group talk 

about their roles in their own families I find I am remembering and 

recounting details regarding my own family and the role I adopt even 

at this point in my life.  As each person speaks it seems like we can 

connect with what they are saying.  For example, when a student 

speaks of the leader role they feel they occupy at family occasions, I 

describe a recent time where I felt I had also adopted a similar role in 

my family of origin.  Helen when giving examples of care, describes 

vividly how her mother cooked three different dinners every day and 

put their clothes on the radiator for them when they were young.  

As she speaks I am reminded of times when my mam took such good 

care of us, making us fried egg sandwiches some cold mornings before 

school.  Now my daughter Daisy (aged 11) has started making me 

scrambled eggs for breakfast.  I must remind mam about these lovely 

breakfast times when we meet (Personal Reflexive Diary 27th 

September 2017). 

In hearing the stories of caring within the group I found myself thinking about care, what it 

means and how I have experienced in my life.  I thought of times as a child when I stayed with 

my aunt and I spoke about these within the group process.  Like how she made the most 

delicate strawberry soufflé and how I felt cosy in bed as she had an electric blanket (we had 

hot water bottles in our house!).  As I spoke I remembered a lot of detail such as polishing her 

silver cutlery, getting to stay up late, or listening to Johnny Logan played over and over on the 

radio, when he won the Eurovision Song Contest.  As I watched the video afterwards tears 

were in my eyes as I described these feelings of “cosiness” (a word my daughter Daisy often 

uses now), detailing these experiences in the presence of and alongside other narratives of 

care within the group. 
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The lecturer as a human  

While I found myself sharing some of my personal experiences and practice dilemmas I 

wondered how students experienced this within the sessions and whether they found these 

contributions superfluous, boring, and irrelevant to their learning or useful aspects of the 

teaching style.  These were outside my usual realm as a lecturer and I was very curious about 

how they had found this process, so I decided to ask them directly about this:  

Karen: I suppose I’ll just say where I am at with it and I just wanted to know what you 

thought about it, I wondered, the question I had in my mind was when I talked 

about aspects of my own life ...Did you think that was overstepping the mark? 

Did you think it was too much?  Should I have not said that?  Should I have kind 

of kept more to the lecturer role? 

Several students shake their heads and say ‘no’. 

Fiona:  No, but you’re part of the group. 

James: The fact that we’re all in a circle and you even saying that, like, it, kind of puts 

everyone on an even keel, that we’re all just, there’s no authority figure, there’s 

no lecturer. 

Fiona:  You’re trusting us with your information as well. 

James:  The fact that you’re laying it on the line, like, in other words, like, there’s no 

Anna:  It humanises it. 

James:  Yeah. 

Self-disclosure and transparency on the part of the therapist can enhance the connection and 

relationships made with clients as they witness the professional as a human being with 

vulnerabilities also (Roberts, 2005).  In the same way, it seemed that when I was open about 

some of my life experiences this helped students see me as more human.  Rather than 

somebody fulfilling a teaching role we were fellow navigators on this reflexive journey together. 

The position I occupied was not contrived but a relational response to what was unfolding 

between us in the classroom minute to minute.   
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This climate and context that we had created were commented on in the general feedback on 

the module: 

“What I enjoyed most about this process was how it was very honest and 

reflective.  We got to learn from each other instead of a PowerPoint…I enjoyed 

how the group was conducted.  You were very honest and down-to-earth and 

made it easier for us to understand how to benefit from our own experiences 

and those of others”.  

Research like this that is conducted within a social constructionist, collaborative and co-

constructing way can be transformative for everybody involved if the co-creation of knowledge 

is relevant to their lived experience and community (Bodiford & Camargo-Borges, 2014).  Our 

openness and honesty within the process helped us let go of perfectionist ideas in practice 

settings.  I had not realised that I had been holding some unhelpful stories on teaching that 

had affected my interactions and enjoyment of lectures.  This time as I engaged in my own 

internal dialogue with these I realised they connected to a story I had about lecturers needing 

qualifications in teaching and education.  Like most others within the sector, I was employed 

as a lecturer based on my practice experience as a social worker and family therapist rather 

than a teaching qualification and so I had developed my teaching style over many years without 

really knowing if this was the correct way of being a lecturer.   

These modernist views of myself and the teaching profession shocked me initially but as I 

deconstructed them they were connected to my experience of university education at 

undergraduate level.  In those days, the early 1990’s, lectures within the social sciences and 

humanities were delivered by established academics, faces often seen on Television, who 

were seen as experts on politics or philosophy.  Lectures were delivered to packed lecture 

halls of up to three hundred students with little interaction between lecturer and students.  While 

I had no interest in recreating these experiences in my classroom, I had put myself under 

enormous pressure to not only possess all the knowledge but also to make the learning 

environment meaningful, interactive, and entertaining.   

But within this research process, I realised that the responsibility for all that goes on in the 

classroom does not rest with the lecturer alone.  I paid more attention to students’ experiences 

and how they were contributing to the learning and this realisation meant I had the freedom to 

not be the expert, and meant I could adopt a not knowing collaborative position (Anderson & 

Goolishian, 1992) within the learning.  This collaborative learning climate may explain why 

students in their writings often referred to the sessions as “research classes” rather than 

reflexive groups or Placement Preparation as some mentioned they were “helping me” and 
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there were no “authority figures” given how the groups were set up.  bell hooks (1994, p.8) 

insists that this form of learning needs to involve everybody in the room, not just the academic 

or the more outspoken confident student: 

“As a classroom community, our capacity to generate excitement is deeply 
affected by our interest in one another, in hearing one another’s voices, in 
recognizing one another’s presence.  Since the vast majority of students 
learn through conservative, traditional educational practices and concern 
themselves only with the presence of the professor, any radical pedagogy 
must insist that everyone’s presence is acknowledged”. 

This collaborative approach to teaching was very different to what we were used to and I was 

curious about how students experienced this change in emphasis, what they noticed about it 

and if it had any impact on their learning or practice.  Within one of the group sessions with 

one of the third-year groups, I was relationally reflexive and open about this curiosity and had 

a conversation about some of these aspects of the learning context.  During the dialogue, an 

interesting idea emerged as some students mentioned this teaching approach permitted them 

also to not know, to articulate their concerns or voice their misgivings about their practice: 

Karen:  What did you think about, the kind of, I suppose the way I put it, I was different 

in this group than ordinary teaching classes.  What did you think about that?  

Sometimes when I looked back at the videos I thought maybe I said a lot about 

myself or my background or whatever.  Did you kind of feel that was maybe not 

something, I should have left out? 

Students shake their heads, and some say “no” 

Laura: It’s easier.  When you’re looking at a lecturer and they’re talking to you of their 

experiences in social care, like this kind of perfect.  ‘I’ve never done this wrong’-

that’s what you get, so you’re afraid to mention or ask a stupid question.  

Whereas you were honest with experiences you’ve had that we could relate to, 

so we thought it’s not as unreachable a goal as we thought. 

Karen:   It’s not about being perfect. 

Tom:  It’s easier to reflect when like everyone, it’s a reflection class. 

Peter:  It’s peer-based learning.  

I noticed some of the others were quiet, so I invited them into the conversation also. 

Aoife:  I liked it ...like what everyone is saying, it was easier, you were kind of on our 

level as well.  You reflected instead of kind of sitting in the class and listening to 
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the lecturer, you were like reflecting with us, and in sharing your experiences 

which was easier. 

Karen  And I didn’t even know what I was going to say before I actually said it!  Whereas 

in class it’s not that you’d know what you were going to say but if you’ve given 

a lecture a few times you kind of know it’s going to go this way because you 

have the Powerpoints. 

Been human means at times we are unsure what to do, we make mistakes or find the best-

laid plans do not go the way we hope they will.  There were many times within the process that 

I shared my practice dilemmas about my work with clients or my teaching with the group.  When 

I was honest about my blind-spots, insecurities or engaged in relational risk-taking (Mason, 

2005) some spoke of the difficulties they had on placement also.  James shared an example 

of this when he told us of something that happened when he was on placement in a residential 

service for adults.  One evening he had to cook dinner for clients and staff which involved 

cooking a large chicken curry with a “dodgy wok”.  He admitted that he “wouldn’t be the greatest 

cook”, particularly when cooking for a large group.  When he had finished cooking, instead of 

bringing the plates to the wok he did the opposite, spilling chicken curry everywhere or as he 

put it he “destroyed the place”.  He smiled as he recounted the moment saying: 

“I just stuck to the spot after losing an hour and a half of my life cooking this 
and there it was on the ground”. 

While he was furious with himself and while everybody was hungry they helped him tidy up the 

kitchen.  During the chaos, one of the clients, an elderly man, turned to him and said: “Ah sure 

we’ll have a sandwich”.  As he recounted this I felt moved by the kind reaction of this man, a 

client, to James, a student, on placement, with his placement supervisor present.  As 

professionals, we like to appear calm and in control of the situation but sometimes despite our 

best intentions, this does not happen, but we find alternative ways to go on together.  For 

James, this meant heading to the local take away and treating everybody to a Chinese meal 

(and a new wok!) and he found that this could be an example he could use with clients: 

“We’re even using this as a reference, you don’t have a good day, things can 
go wrong…you’re not always going to have a good day … talk about it, sit 
down, ‘we’ll talk about it’ …they think it’s just them that bad things happen to 
and it’s nobody else, it’s just them”. 

My relationships with other matter   

Initially, within the research and certainly when I reviewed the videos for the first time, I was 

very tuned into the human interactions between us in the room and the dialogical exchanges 

that were occurring.  This made sense because I was interested in creating a relationally 
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reflexive space and in doing so focused on the human interactions.  From a social 

constructionist point of view, I was very tuned in to how the dialogue contributed to the views 

we constructed of ourselves and others as “words in their speaking” form “relational situations” 

through their speaking (Shotter, 1993, p.6).   

There was a shift though that occurred within the incubation period of the research 

(Moustakas,1990) when I had finished the reflexive groups, watched the videos, and read the 

reflexive diaries.  I sat with the research, let it percolate and read a lot more as part of the 

systemic reading groups.  As I read and discussed the writings from New Materialism I thought 

more about the research process and began to pay more attention to the non-human matter 

with us in the classrooms as I watched the videos for a second time.  Karen Barad (2007) 

critiques social constructionism for its overemphasis on language as constitutive of the world 

and believes it has been given too much power at the expense of nature, history, and other 

matter.  She favours a Posthumanist Performative Approach to the world where matter is also 

considered and seen as dynamic and agentive rather than a fixed concrete entity.  Within this 

approach, she believes humans and matter are interlinked rather than separate from each 

other and are in intra-action with each other.   

These ideas challenged me as a social constructionist systemic thinker used to paying a lot of 

attention to language and dialogue within the classroom or the therapy room.  I became more 

tuned into the matter that surrounds us every day in college environments and when watching 

the group sessions, I paid more attention to my feelings and my intra-actions with the flipcharts, 

the seats, the technology and the rooms we were in.  I saw them not as passive inanimate 

objects waiting for humans to notice them but items I was in relationship with every day, and 

as active parts of the teaching.  Ironically by using the video, a material object, I noticed that 

in the classroom we were not separate to this matter but entangled with it (Barad, 2007).  I 

paid more attention to my dalliances with this matter within the process, how I lifted or removed 

a chair so I could see everybody in the circle, moved a handbag that was in the way and 

observed the owner move it back again a few minutes later as if they needed to be close to it. 

The use of the camera was necessary to fulfil the researcher role and was a participant within 

the process that would not have been invited into a regular teaching session.  At times I felt 

uncomfortable in its presence, self-conscious under its ever-present gaze (Foucault, 1979) as 

if I were being monitored by somebody or as if a school inspector had come into the room.  

Our relationships with the video camera did not always go well such as when I tried to get it to 

work or I struggled to capture what the softly spoken participants were saying and I wondered 

if I could rely on it to capture the aspects of the session I had missed.  Other times we were 

warm towards it as it lightened the mood when students teased each other about being 
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“camera-ready” in the unchartered territory of the initial sessions.  It helped me remember 

personal details shared in previous sessions and this enhanced my ability to make better 

connections with others in the room, especially given the number of students who volunteered 

to take part across the three groups.  This was commented on in class and feedback by some: 

“Referencing + remembering personal details from sessions back I think also 

made people feel listened to and understood.  All opinions and experiences 

appreciated” (Feedback, Session 7). 

It helped me notice the nuances of my practice in addition to the words I used.  I saw my tired 

eyes, my impatience, my humour, my warmth, and my empathy.  I could see how I used my 

multiple selves in different ways to connect with students within my role as a lecturer.  I noticed 

how much effort I put into how I present myself for my everyday life (Goffman, 1959) as a 

lecturer, the clothes I wear, the makeup I need to feel prepared and have “a face to meet the 

faces that you meet” (T.S Eliot,1963) as a professional working in a female-dominated 

academic department with mainly female students.   

The video camera was important, but it was not the only matter I was in relationship with within 

the process.  In the beginning, I had an idea a moveable flipchart rather than a static 

whiteboard would be a useful tool as I often use one when working with families or groups in 

therapy.  I was so fixed on this idea that I bought one so that I could be guaranteed to have it 

at my disposal for each group, sure that it would help me build a connection with students.  But 

it did not turn out that way at all.  During the very first session, I wanted to come across as 

calm, but as I watched the video I knew I was not.  I had carried this very heavy flipchart across 

the main campus and when I sat down I felt uncomfortably warm and kept touching my face 

as if to rub a sheen of sweat away.   

I felt uneasy worrying about how the session would go but unable to let go of expectations I 

had of myself as a practitioner researcher.  As I watched the video of the session afterwards I 

noticed that while we were sitting in a circle the flow of the group seemed interrupted each time 

I stood up to write something on the flipchart.  To me, this seemed to create a distance between 

us and reinforced traditional ideas of education with the lecturer in charge of the teaching 

(hooks, 1994).  I was annoyed with the flipchart especially as I had bought it and carried it from 

my office to a classroom and back again, giving rise to looks of bewilderment from others 

especially male staff, unsure how to respond to a petite woman carrying a large, heavy piece 

of equipment!  After this encounter, my relationship with it cooled for a while and it remained in 

a collapsed form in my office for months.  Later in the process, I warmed to it again and it 
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became a useful companion in my home office where I could engage and brainstorm with it as 

it helped me develop a model of relational reflexivity for social care education.   

While the equipment and technology were important, I began to pay more attention to the 

rooms, the colours, the seats and how these evoked a certain response in me and affected the 

teaching session.  I noticed I had my favourite rooms, those I like because they are warm, 

colourful or spacious but also ones I dislike teaching in because they are bland, old-fashioned, 

too large or too small, have fixed seats or are too hot or too cold.  As I watched the first session 

with a third-year group I felt uncomfortable as I tried to warm the context (Burnham, 2005) in 

the small, stark, cold room with some frosted windows and no view of the outside.  In other 

sessions in the newly decorated rooms with the funky coloured chairs in orange and lime and 

lovely white walls, I felt more relaxed, upbeat, more connected, and more hopeful a session 

would work well (Figures 6.1 & 6.2). 

 

 

Figures 6.1 & 6.2: Our relationship with a room makes a difference in teaching practice  

(Two different rooms on the same campus, 2018) 

I realised that the equipment, the room we are in and our relationships with these are as 

important as the way we use ourselves to connect with students, especially when trying to 

create a climate to enhance relational reflexivity between student and lecturer.   
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The unexpected brings richness  

I see myself as an organised person and like to be prepared for every eventuality, especially 

within my professional roles.  However, as this process was emergent and dialogical I could 

not anticipate what would happen in the room from moment to moment and how I would have 

to respond and adapt swiftly to others in the session.  But I had lots of experience of doing this 

in my practice as a systemic psychotherapist with families and couples and I realised that this 

could assist me greatly within these teaching sessions.  Like other social constructionists, I 

had paid lots of attention to dialogue and human interactions in the sessions but had adopted 

an anthropocentric position, giving language and culture too much power (Barad, 2003) without 

paying enough attention to nature and non-human matter.  While focusing on humans, nature 

showed its power and disrupted my plans when a storm, with a human name, Storm Ophelia, 

forced the college to close, suspending the group sessions, while heavy snowfalls in December 

2017 meant few students travelled to the Placement Review Day. 

Despite this disruption, I decided to go ahead with the sessions given the effort some students 

had taken to attend the day.  While the group was small this time I noticed I could focus on 

each student individually and watched them respond more to each other rather than leaving 

all the facilitating to me as the lecturer.  Alison who was usually quiet within the group, spoke 

at length about her dilemmas around connecting with some of the mothers while on placement 

in a family support centre that was located within a housing estate but separated from the rest 

of the community.  Within this conversation, I noticed I had space and time to challenge her a 

little on her view of herself and the connections she did make with the mothers despite her 

initial concerns.  James also contributed to the conversation giving her feedback in a way that 

felt like it was a peer supervision session: 

Karen: So, what were people like, either staff or clients about you coming in?  

Remember we talked about age and gender and race and culture and 

geography and all of those things, there’s loads of them. 

Alison: When I went in like the first day the very first group I was working with was a 

Parents’ Group and the staff sent me in with one of the other staff.  And then 

she left, and she was like: ‘Can you just take care of this, have them fill up all 

their stuff’ and they were like kind of looking at me ‘Why is this like fourteen-

year-old coming in?’ 

She laughs as she says this, so we laugh also 

Karen:  Did they say anything to you? 
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Alison: No, you could tell by the way they were looking at you like.  It took a good four 

to five weeks to build the relationship with them where they seen me like: ‘Oh 

she’s actually trying to help us she knows what she’s at’ like’. 

Karen:   Yes 

Alison: So, working with the older groups like I kinda thought they didn’t take me 

seriously cause, I was so young like and a lot of them when I was saying ‘I’m 

third year in (names college)’ were like ‘what’? 

She laughs 

Karen:  Did you feel you got over that? 

Alison:  I think I did yeah, but I think 

Karen:  Or they got over it I should say more so than you. 

Alison: I think it took a bit longer than it should have though.  So, I think if I was to do it 

again I’d probably (she pauses and thinks), I don’t know. 

Karen: Is that something that the other staff would have noticed before that people are, 

see a difference in students when they come be it gender or age or where you’re 

from? 

Alison:  I don’t think so, no. 

Karen:  Were they curious about where you came from? 

Alison: Yeah, like they were asking where I was from and who my family was and all 

that. 

Karen:  And what did you say? 

Alison: I just kinda said where I was from and they’d be like ‘Oh I know such a person 

there do you know them?’  And I was like ‘I know the name’. 

Karen:  But you kinda glossed over it? 

James:  Mm 

Karen:  So, what do you think helped build the connection between them? 

Alison:  Mm 



129 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

Karen: Remember one of the…the number six one (the reflexive diary entries) is all 

about connection and that so they got over the bit about the age and it sounds 

like by you sticking it out and showing that you were able to do the job. 

Alison:  Yeah 

James nods 

I sensed that it was important that Alison saw that she did make connections even though it 

took time to build trust with parents from the local community.  As she spoke I was reminded 

of a similar time when I worked in a new family centre where we had to work hard to break 

down barriers and build trust with the local community who had wanted an addiction service 

rather than a family centre.  My experience contributed to my curiosity and I wanted to hear 

more about how she felt she made a connection with the parents: 

Alison: I think what kind of built a connection with us, the Parents Group like, they can 

bring their kids if they need to so I kinda like got the job of playing with the kids 

and stuff so I kinda got chatting to them over the kids and then it went from the 

kids to about them and then they’d kind of start telling me then stories like ‘I’m 

struggling with this’ and that’s where the connection came from. 

Karen:  So, it was very non-directive? 

Alison:  Yeah. 

Karen: And you know the way you’re saying it took longer than I think than I thought.  

Do you know what I’m thinking?  I think it took the time it took.  Because it’s 

actually testament to yourself that you did such a good job and made such a 

connection because if you’re telling me that the estate that people are living is 

based on a kind of segregation of the front of the estate versus, then for anyone 

coming in a student or staff member but particularly a student like it’s an uphill 

battle.  I think you did tremendously to make a connection. 

James:  It’s about, would it not be about building trust too like? 

Karen:  Yes, like after four or five weeks that was good going. 

James:  Yeah, so like I’ve spent longer and still got nowhere. 

Karen:  Yes 

James:  You’re trying to break down those barriers like it’s, you won’t 
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Alison:  Yeah 

Karen:  Mm 

James:  sometimes in life, you’re not going to do it, and like. 

Karen:  Or might do it with one person. 

James: That’s just it, but like, so it is a big thing that you came at it from another angle 

instead of just being or giving up altogether like. 

Karen:  That’s what I have a feeling I would have done, to be honest. 

James: It’s big, even though you might have said that it took longer than you thought 

but like you stand back and look at it from their side of things like, you probably 

done well compared to other people that would have taken twice as long, three 

times longer or sometimes they might never open up and speak to you at all. 

Alison:  Yeah 

Karen: But I think you used a very interesting, used is the wrong word cause it makes 

it sound like you were doing it (Alison smiles) but you connected with them 

around something that they valued, which is their children (pause). 

Alison:  Yeah 

Karen: And you did it in a very nice, and I think one of the things I’ve noticed about you 

Alison is you have a very nice manner about you that you’re not in people’s 

faces. 

She laughs nervously 

Karen:  You let people like you know what I mean. 

Alison:  Yeah  

Karen: So that probably.  What’s that like to hear?  Is that okay to give you that 

feedback? 

Alison:  Oh Yeah, Yeah. 

Karen:  Would you agree with that? 

Alison: I don’t know.  Would you?  (she looks to James and Michael and laughs 

nervously) 
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James: I think a lot has to do with Alison’s personality and that.  We all have different 

ways of trying to achieve something.  Sometimes we can do it and sometimes 

we can’t.  But like that’s just our opinion.  But like when you have someone like 

that they’d be very cautious especially with their children that's the most 

precious thing, the valuable thing they’ll ever own in their lives and you coming 

at it from that angle and then coming in and talking to them it's a whole trust 

issue. 

Alison: Oh.  Cause I’m happy I got to that point because like they needed stuff like 

buggies and food and stuff.  And we’re at the stage now where they can come 

into me on a Tuesday morning and say ‘Jeeze Alison the wheels after going on 

my buggy’ or ‘I’d no food for cereal for the kids this morning’ and then I have to 

work with my supervisor to sort it out and provide something for them.  So, I’m 

kind of saying it took longer than it should have because I wish I could have 

done more. 

Laughs 

James: I know but the student thing isn’t brought into it now.  They’re not saying, ‘She’s 

only a student’ 

Michael: Only a student 

We speculated that other students might have asked to be moved to a different placement and 

James suggested others might have just worked with one group or just worked with the children 

on their own which was something that I thought might have happened also. 

Karen: Oh Yeah.  That’s what I was actually, when you said that I actually thought, (to 

James) It’s a good point, I thought ‘Oh I hope Alison didn’t say she just stuck 

with the kids’. 

James:  Yeah 

Karen: Because given your age etc., your gender that might have been something that 

you would have been at risk of doing if you get me? 

Alison:  Yeah, I get you. 

Karen:  This is your third placement.  I’m glad you stuck with it and used it.  Well done! 

Initially, I was disappointed that I had not had the fifteen students in this session, but when I 

reviewed it later I noticed it was a rich, personal, and collaborative experience.  It allowed 
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students to give some feedback to each other and be reflexive of their practice experiences in 

a deeper more personal way than would have been possible in the larger group. 

Teaching time 

Before engaging with this process, I had never really paid that much attention to the impact of 

time on teaching and learning practice.  However, within this study, I became very tuned into 

how much academics and students organise their educational activities and learning around 

notions of time.  In some classes, time seems to stand still as lecturers struggle to connect, to 

make the material interesting but are met with disinterested gazes and few responses.  We 

watch the time, fill the time, making good use of the time within the teaching, counting time in 

minutes, hours, and weeks.  Time often enters our conversations as some lecturers fantasise 

about their retirement plans, count the time until the Summer Holidays, the weeks until 

Christmas, the days until the weekend, or the classes until the end of the day and somehow 

with a blink of an eye four years have passed and another student group finishes.   

This thinking about time is a hallmark of a western capitalist society where time is seen as a 

commodity to be used and not wasted on frivolous activity that will not serve the economy well 

(Pedersen, 2017).  Education processes mirror what happens in the factory or the business 

meeting, ensuring every moment is accounted for to keep the capitalist wheels turning.  As 

Birgitte Pedersen says: 

“Our thinking about time has made us obsessed with time.  Time is money, 
and the postmodern human defines its relationship to the world through a 
clock” (2017, p.20). 

Within my educational context, the weeks on the Academic Calendar are numbered which 

adds to this feeling of being on an education treadmill where there is pressure on us to teach 

enough material in a timely fashion for an exam or an assessment at the end of the semester.  

This focus on imparting knowledge into the heads of students within several weeks mitigates 

against education that encourages creativity, reflexivity or sees it as a transgressive activity 

and as a practice of freedom (hooks, 1994).  Time, when viewed in this modernist way, is seen 

as always moving forward, towards something, a progression point to be reached as if we are 

all on one journey.  Karen Barad (2017, p.60) draws on Walter Benjamin’s view of clock time 

as homogeneous empty time.  This view gives us a universal notion about what time is: 

“Whether calibrated to a projected future, an individual event, or a 
periodically recurring phenomenon, time is attuned to a succession of 
discrete moments, where a moment is understood to be the thinnest slice of 
time and where each successive moment replaces the one before it”. 
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But within this teaching module, this time I had more freedom.  I did not have a set amount of 

material to cover within the timeframe and was not trying to reach some endpoint when we 

would all truly know ourselves forever.  This was the start of a journey where students would 

be given a different experience of personal and relational reflexivity that they could continue 

within their practice environments, supervision sessions, further training and personal 

development.  A postmodern social constructionist view means we are always evolving, 

changing, and adapting in anticipation and in reaction to others around us.  As I think about 

linear notions of time and the impact on practice I recall some lines from T. S Eliot’s poem The 

Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1963): 

…There will be time, there will be time 
To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet; 

There will be time to murder and create, 
And time for all the works and days of hands 
That lift and drop a question on your plate; 

Time for you and time for me… 
 

And indeed there will be time 
To wonder, “Do I Dare?” and, “Do I dare?” 
Time to turn back and descend the stair, 

With a bald spot in the middle of my hair- 
(They will say: “How his hair is growing thin!”) 

My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin, 
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin- 

 
(They will say: “But how his arms and legs are thin!”) 

 
Do I dare 

 
Disturb the universe? 

In a minute there is time 
For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse. 

 
For I have known them all already, known them all: 
Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons, 

 
I have measured out my life with coffee spoons; 

 
But even within these group reflexive spaces I still felt the pressure of time.  I noticed that I 

checked my watch a lot, finding it difficult to finish on time when a student spoke of personal 

or professional issues.  On one occasion when a student told us of her concerns about the 

treatment of an older person and got upset, I did not finish on time and another lecturer 

challenged me on my poor timekeeping, saying I was consistently late finishing class and that 

it was now “Week Five” of the term.  Within that moment I felt ashamed and felt like crying with 

frustration at my poor management of time.   
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On reflection, I realised that this is something I need to be more tuned into as I sometimes also 

go over the session time in therapy if a client gets angry or upset and I am uncomfortable about 

finishing the session.  In the groups, we were often surprised that the time was up, and I felt 

pressured to finish within the hour, tidy the room, talk about the assessment and take 

attendance; all these tasks that are the “coffee spoons” that measure out academic life. But 

there is always time to be daring and in a moment, differences can be made that influence us 

profoundly within our personal and professional lives.  While time can be viewed 

chronologically, moving towards some endpoint, it can also be temporal rather than a 

chronology (Pedersen, 2017), meaning educators can introduce more spontaneity into the 

work with students.  This change in focus is more possible within teaching realms where a 

collaborative style of learning is adopted and activities are prepared rather than planned 

(Shotter, 2012) in a fixed unyielding way in a similar fashion to the process outlined within this 

study. 

Relational reflexivity and mutuality within the process  

Sharing some responsibility  

While I often use systemic ideas and techniques in my teaching the focus was different in these 

groups.  Rather than focusing on theoretical knowledge or skill development, I became more 

interested in the relational aspects of the teaching and learning and the use of a systemic 

approach to enhance student reflexivity of themselves and their family.  This teaching and 

learning process was slower, more personal, and invited contributions from everybody.  There 

were times within the process that I used relational reflexivity to check out how things were 

going on between us within a session (Burnham, 2005).  I was conscious of this particularly 

when I suggest an activity, such as when we all engage in drawing a map of our support 

systems (Dutta & Finlay-Musonda, 2007) so I said: 

“What feels right? Does it feel better for us to discuss that (experiences of 
being cared for in the past) …in pairs and do you think you will be able to 
feedback to the whole group or do you feel you need to do that bit in pairs? 
Or would you feel okay, safe enough to bring it to the whole group”? 

I was very invested and committed to the process and noticed students were also motivated 

and engaged.  There were no difficulties regarding student attendance in these sessions in 

contrast with my experience of teaching the traditional Placement Preparation module that was 

often viewed by some as less important than the more academic subjects.  Despite disruptions 

due to poor weather or re-scheduled classes due to my doctoral studies at the university in 

Luton, students within these groups were extremely adaptable to changes in times of class 

and there was none of the usual competition between the lecturer and their mobile phone for 
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student attention.  I was curious about this and explored these observations with one of the 

third-year groups.  Some thought it related to their more mature students in the group, but 

Helen thought it was due to the commitment they had made to the process and each other at 

the beginning.  As she said this I realised she was the person who always arrived for class 

early and helped me set up the room.   

I think this engagement was also connected with how I used myself in the process, how I joined 

in rather than keeping myself at a meta-level to students.  While I imagine I am warm and do 

connect with students in other teaching contexts, I always kept a distance while conforming to 

my constructed view of what being a “good lecturer” and “being professional” meant.  But in 

these groups I felt I could “go public” (Anderson, 1997) about this change in my practice so I 

said: 

“I feel I know you a lot more than the other students I have even though I’ve 
only had you for five or six weeks...It’s kind of interesting…I’m experiencing 
it as different rather than going into a classroom and doing the usual thing” 

My different positioning seemed to encourage some students to take risks and participate to a 

greater extent in the groups.  This was unchartered territory for some, especially those who 

had come directly from secondary school and were used to the more banking system of 

education (Freire, 1972) prevalent in Ireland.  I had never considered before the impact the 

education system has on the individual learner, and realised why some students felt 

uncomfortable, shy, or anxious in class.  I saw this as their response to a system that they had 

been immersed in for years and I now understand why even in third-level education, adults 

huddle together at the back of the room, afraid the spotlight might come on them when I ask a 

question or seek out their opinion.  This was an aspect that students wrote about in their 

reflexive diaries, seeing this type of education as different with more collaboration between 

lecturer and student.  Richard writes: 

 In doing this research class you learn to share your feelings with the class 

and lecturer.  Showing how I felt in front of the lecturer was a big step as 

you have that fear of getting into trouble for what you’re saying.  The 

biggest step in overcoming this fear was not seeing her as a lecturer but 

instead as a companion trying to help…Having went through this class it 

helped me realise that mistakes are not that bad as it helps us improve. 

Some students mentioned that the reflexive groups had led to a greater awareness of how 

their own lives can impact on their practice and an interesting parallel process emerged as I 

noticed the impact of these groups on my teaching practice.  An obvious change was my move 
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from a generic style of giving feedback on the reflexive diaries to adopting a much more 

personal approach within this module.  Feedback on a student diary written in 2016 shows the 

approach I took to feedback before within the traditional placement preparation module 

(Appendix E): 

Your diary entry is a bit descriptive in parts. 

In terms of communication (one of the competencies was their use of 
communication skills with a service user) consider writing about one incident 
and asking yourself the following questions: What was I aiming for when I did 
that? What exactly did I do? How would I describe it precisely? Why did I 
choose that particular action? What theories/models/research informed my 
actions?  

There are some errors in grammar. 

This time, however, there was a noticeable change to my practice given students were writing 

more personally.  As I had built a strong relationship with them, I responded to them in a much 

more personal way.  An excerpt from one of the reflexive diaries and my feedback to a student 

this time illustrates this change: 

My Experience of Family  

While constructing my own genogram it brought up some happy 

memories of when I was young and the same time it brought up some sad 

memories such as when my grandparents passed away. I found it nice to 

reflect on the memories of my grandparents as I write down their names…I 

also think that while working with clients on their own genograms I feel 

this is something that can’t be rushed.  I think and feel that patience and 

listening to the client’s stories of their loved ones alive and passed will lead 

them to talk about things that cause upset.. 

My reasons for wanting to work in social care. 

What appealed to me most from the session was the reflecting on what 

made me want to become a social care worker.  For me it was looking after 

my grandmother after she got a stroke, I was very young at the time I was 

about 10 or eleven.  Later in life …I used to go around in my spare time 

working in the homes of old people who had nobody to do the odd jobs 

around the house for them. I got great satisfaction from helping these old 
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people out, getting paid in cups of tea I got to hear their life stories and at 

times I guess I was company for them.  I realised that sometimes just being 

there for someone is caring, I found that out when I was in 

hospital…everyday my mother would get a lift to the hospital and sit next 

to me, sometimes not saying a word just sitting next to me, for me that is 

what caring is all about.  

Appreciation and Prejudice  

For me, it was the employment card that I was drawn too. I left school …not 

because I was no good at school, I left school because of financial reasons… 

I have been told in supervision, that I am a very good worker, and not 

afraid to get stuck in where my help is required. I am also proud of the fact 

that my family can turn to me for help…I suppose what I am trying to 

say is helping people out makes me happy…  

James 

As I read your diary entries that were written beautifully I could see clearly 
how your own experiences of caring and life experience have led you to your 
career choice and continue to inform how you position yourself with people 
you work with in practice.  I particularly liked how you describe your role in 
your family and how you see it as an evolving and changing role than you 
are continuously adapting and re-shaping rather than a fixed role.  This 
maybe links to the idea that we are always adapting in our role as 
professionals with people, at different moments and in different contexts (this 
is relational reflexivity).   These ideas will particularly help you when you 
reflect and write about your interactions with people in your diary entries on 
placement. 

Karen  

This change in emphasis meant that I had a greater curiosity about students, their lives, and 

their experiences.  I was also more reflexive of my practice and began to write about these 

changes in my reflexive diary:  

When talking with Gail on my last visit to the university in Luton one 

of the things that struck me was the differences I’ve noticed in my 

practice as a lecturer since my involvement with these reflexive learning 

groups.  I noticed as I was reading the student diary entries that I 
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am much more engaged with the process than in other years when I 

used the traditional model of Placement Preparation.  I feel more 

connected with students.  Simple things like when I give feedback now 

I address the student by their first name.  My response is also much 

more personal to them than before and has an almost therapeutic 

tone.to it.  Before this I would have made quite generic comments in 

my feedback but this time I am more tuned in to each student, and 

their learning within the group and on placement.  This does take 

more time, but I feel the experience for me is a lot richer and more 

interesting…I’ve noticed also when it comes to reading the final 

assessment I am excited to read them and curious about how students 

found the group process and hear if there has been an impact on their 

practice on placement in any way.  This feeling is an unusual one and 

catches me off guard. (Personal Reflexive Journal, 14th December 

2017).  

As we came together in the groups there was mutuality and shared responsibility for the 

teaching session.  This became evident when one student asked a direct question:  

“But how do you feel like, I know you were asking us about reflection, how 
do you feel it went for you?” 

While I had worked hard to cultivate a teaching style that was both collaborative and reflexive 

and sought regular feedback from students I was not prepared for when the spotlight was 

directed towards me and this questioning caught me off-guard but confirmed that students 

were also invested in the process.  In all my years teaching I had never been asked by a 

student how I had found a learning experience and I think my surprise is evident in my clumsy 

use of words when I said: 

 “How do I feel it went for me? I think it went really good.  That’s very bad 
English, I think it went really well…”  

I had not expected this question, but I reacted honestly within that moment, before 

remembering the lecturer role, stopping to think and correcting my grammar.  Afterwards, I was 

annoyed that I slipped so easily back into an expert position but in the next part of the 

conversation I seemed to reorient myself within the group: 

 “I found it was richer and it was probably, being honest, something I had in 
my mind to do for about seventeen years, but I never got the chance to do 
it.  So, I actually had to go to do a doctorate to get the space!”  
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As I said this I recall looking at each of them and noticed that my voice wobbled a little with 

emotion.  I noticed they were all listening intently for my response, curious about what I would 

say, some responding with a smile of recognition as I said:  

“I think I’ve gotten an awful lot out of it and I haven’t realised what I’ve gotten 
out of it yet”. 

This was interesting as while I was continuously checking, curious to find out what students 

thought of the programme and expected definitive responses from them I had never anticipated 

I would be asked for an opinion or given a chance to think about how I had felt within the 

process.  The question, a very relationally reflexive one, centred me within that moment in time 

and offered me a chance to share my feelings and my thoughts on how I felt the process was 

going in the presence of the group.   

Power is still present  

While I worked hard to cultivate a context of learning that was based on mutuality and 

collaborative principles it would be naïve to think that we were all equal within the sessions 

and that power relations simply did not exist.  This was an open space within which everybody 

could contribute to the extent they wished, but as a lecturer, I still held a considerable amount 

of power that should not be rendered invisible within the research itself or the learning 

sessions.  While I did not use the traditional learning aids and lecture notes I chose the theme 

for each session in advance and suggested activities for us to complete and discuss.  It was 

not a co-teaching or a completely collaborative approach as students did not design the outline 

of the module or deliver it with me.  Those responsibilities rested with me alone.  Given that 

authority traditionally is located within the lecturer role, most students want to please lecturers 

and are generally compliant with what is happening in the room, even if they are bored, restless 

or have previous knowledge of what is being taught.  It is rare that a student will question or 

comment on a lecturer’s teaching style, even if they don’t like it unless it is within an anonymous 

survey.  This group was probably no different.  All students engaged in the activities I suggested 

without any dissent or objection.  As we were all in a circle unlike other classes or bigger 

lectures there were fewer places to hide, to become disengaged or distracted within the 

session itself. 

Despite some students proclaiming that I was on an “even keel” with them in terms of the 

position I took and how I related to them, there were still some hallmarks of lecturer power 

within this process.  Students needed to pass this module as part of their placement grade, 

and I needed to assess them.  There was no alternative to this at the time, though I wonder 

now if the assessment had just been a formative one what difference that might have made to 

this process.  I suspect some might have been more open about their difficulties on placement 
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or their circumstances while others may have become disengaged, seeing the process as 

something not worthy of their time or effort when there would be no academic credits 

associated with the module. 

But as this module was being assessed by me I imagine it would have been difficult for students 

to be transgressive within the process, given I was grading their performance and they needed 

to pass this module to progress in their studies.  Despite having safeguards in place such as 

the anonymity of their final assessment material and providing some samples to the External 

Examiner for her review, there was a duality of roles that I could not ignore and I needed to 

manage as a lecturer researching into my practice with my students.  This was evident at the 

various stages of the process from the planning and setting up of the group context, the 

sessions themselves, the assessment of the module, all of which needed to be undertaken 

while adopting an ongoing “ethical self-consciousness” (Tracy, 2010, p.847) throughout.  

Certainly, conversations with my supervisory team before, during and afterwards, and my 

ongoing self-reflexivity and feedback from students helped me manage these dual roles.  

As a lecturer, I undoubtedly hold a position of power in relation to students.  I assess their work, 

contribute to discussions on their performance at Exam Board Meetings and choose what gets 

to be taught and in what way within a classroom setting.  I set the exams or assessment, liaise 

with external examiners and placement agencies about them.   

But at times within this process, I felt that students also held some power over me.  Firstly, I 

was dependent on volunteers to take part in the research and to stay with it.  I worried that I 

would not get enough participants, so I felt I had to make the process very appealing.  I also 

permitted them to leave the group and attend the regular Placement Preparation module if they 

wished to do so and I worried that some might choose to do so.  This meant I felt enormous 

pressure to make the process engaging and worthwhile, being ever aware that I was an insider 

researcher with a “fragile mandate” (Houston, 2008, p.149) from students.   

I was also aware that I was placing myself and my teaching style in a position that would be 

open to scrutiny, and that students would give feedback that I could not ignore.  As the sessions 

were videotaped, my supervisors could also view the process, and this added another layer of 

student feedback that would never be available in any other teaching contexts.  By inviting 

students to give feedback after each session and at the end of the programme I felt at times, 

like them, I too was being assessed. 

While we were engaged in an emerging conversation that was not scripted, it was my 

responsibility to create a safe and ethical place to facilitate a dialogue within which everybody 

could contribute if they wished to do so.   Looking back, it would have been interesting to have 
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involved students at the beginning of the process also in terms of deciding what topics they 

would also like to cover within these reflexive groups rather than me presenting the theme of 

each session to them.  In the future students could be involved in the planning stages and 

could be co-facilitators of the learning with me which might yield an even richer experience for 

us. 

Summary  

This essay focuses on my practice as an educator, how I changed and adapted it as I engaged 

in more collaborative and relationally reflexive teaching with students within these groups as 

part of the module.  When I shared some personal stories of myself and my practice, students 

liked this openness and in turn, felt they could be more honest instead of glossing over their 

practice dilemmas or insecurities.  From a social constructionist perspective I was very tuned 

into the dialogue between us in the classroom but later began to also take account of other 

matter and pay attention to our ongoing relationships with technology, the video, the flipchart 

and the rooms while witnessing the influence of nature sometimes over the best teaching or 

research plans.  I realised modernist notions of time are prevalent within academic arenas, 

and affect the teaching while increasing the pressures on lecturers and students to reach 

specific targets without considering the process of learning.  Finally, while it is important to 

have goals and plans for teaching sessions, being open and flexible to what emerges within a 

moment can lead to many benefits for both student and lecturer within the teaching itself and 

in other aspects of their professional role. 
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Chapter Seven  

SPiRRaLS: A Model of Relational Reflexivity for Education Practice  
 

Introduction  

This section puts forward a model of relational reflexivity suitable for social care that enables 

students to begin to think about themselves, their background, and their family of origin in 

preparation for practice.  Relational reflexivity may be viewed as a movement away from the 

dominant traditional models of reflection (Kolb 1984; Gibbs, 1988) that focus too much on 

student learning after the event and can be criticised for being too individualistic, decontextual 

(Frost, 2010) and non-relational (Boud, 2010).   In this section, I showcase a different model 

of reflexivity based on systemic and relational principles that take into account the personal, 

familial and social contexts of student and lecturer which I have called SPiRRaLS (Systemic 

Practices in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems).   

The idea of a spiral came to me as I realised that there were countless ways in which our 

practice altered from being involved in these reflexive learning groups.  There were lots of 

examples of how a social care student’s practice changed on placement by being involved in 

this relationally reflexive learning process.  Some felt more empathetic, confident, culturally 

competent, and sensitive to the different family forms in contemporary society.  They were 

more tuned into the importance of quality care, their relationship with the client rather than 

simply doing care unto others (McCann-James, 2013) as if service users are passive recipients 

of care.  Their increased awareness helped them make better connections with clients on 

placement and it is easy to imagine that this positive interaction would also influence others in 

an agency contributing to a better team culture so important in providing quality care.   

While the groups impacted on the practice of social care students I also noticed a change in 

my teaching style.  In this section, I want to encourage other educators who may be 

discouraged with traditional pedagogy to consider a more relationally reflexive approach to 

their teaching when preparing students for social care practice.  I argue that these models are, 

however, dependent on spaces being created within education systems to facilitate such 

personal and relational reflexivity for student and lecturer which is not an easy task within 

traditional structures and dominant societal discourses on higher education.  
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Designing a Systemic and Relational Model of Reflexivity for social care practice   

Within this module having a theme for each session helped structure the discussion and 

activities within the session without being too prescriptive.  The themes helped frame the 

discussion, while our interactions within these groups were mainly “improvised encounters” 

(Newbury & Hoskins, 2016, p.22) that emerged and were different in each of the three groups 

and in each session.  Therefore, there isn’t a distinct step-by-step programme I can provide to 

other educators or trainers but a general framework with suggestions of themes and topics for 

each session.  To help others develop a relationally reflexive approach to teaching or training 

modules, the diagram (Figure 7.1) highlights the themes for each session that helped facilitate 

conversations regarding the family and life experiences of social care students and 

encouraged a greater reflexivity of these as they prepared for social care practice. 

 

 

Figure 7.1: A Model of Relational Reflexivity for Social Care Education 
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Likewise, (Table 1) provides a format, a map of activities to help other lecturers to facilitate 

such discussions and alter their teaching style to encourage a greater personal and relational 

reflexivity for students in preparation for practice.  Rather than an exhaustive list, these areas 

provide a framework to invite further discussion in the classroom regarding personal and 

professional readiness for social care practice. 

 Table 1: Outline for a Relationally Reflexive Module/Programme  

The theme for the Session Topics/Activities for Discussion  

Creating the Space Warming the context,  
Student safety, Boundaries and 
Relational Ethics, Commitment to the 
group process.  
 

Experiences of Care Student experiences of care in their 
family, 
Caring for others,  
Maps of Caring as a tool. 
 

Experiences of Family Family relationships, themes and history 
explored using a genogram. 
 

Roles and Relationships in Family of 

Origin  

Reflexivity on family roles and 
relationships, Exploration of family 
values and attitudes in relation to social 
care practice. 

Appreciation and Prejudice  Appreciation of difference, Use of the 
GGRRAAACCEEESSS, Intersectionality 
as an approach. 
 

Appreciation and Prejudice in Practice  Noticing opportunities for relational 
reflexivity and relationship-building in 
practice, 
Educator uses inclusive practices in the 
classroom, 
Personal values and attitudes in the 
work, 
Power and social care practice.  

Ending and Review  Review of the group process; Learning 
for practice, Difference to practice, 
Impact on client(s), 
Ongoing reflexivity of the student. 
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What happens in the classroom doesn’t stay in the classroom 

While I was pleased with how the module had gone and the model I had developed, afterwards 

I began to think a lot more about education systems and structures and how these might need 

to become more flexible for this type of learning to be facilitated in college environments.  As 

a social constructionist practitioner researcher, I became more tuned into how knowledge and 

education practices are not separate from the contexts they come from but that there are power 

relations present when determining who or what has more influence (Simon & Salter, 2020) 

within education systems.   

It was never my intention to use this teaching approach as a research tool alone and to leave 

it at that.  I wanted the model to be included in social care programmes and felt my research 

was timely as the process of the statutory registration of social care workers in Ireland by 

CORU (Health and Social Care Professional Council) had begun with all education providers 

reviewing their course provision under the Health and Social Care Professionals Act (2005, 

Amended, 2012).  Within this framework, there is a huge emphasis on skills acquisition and 

theoretical approaches across the eighty proficiencies with little reference made to the need 

for social care workers to be reflective practitioners.  Within the competencies set out the most 

relevant in terms of this study are that the social care worker should have the ability to: 

“Recognise the importance of practising in a non-discriminatory, culturally 
sensitive way and acknowledge and respect the differences in beliefs and 
cultural practices of individuals or groups” (Social Care Workers Registration 
Board, 2017a), p.4). 

And: 

 “Be able to evaluate the effect of their own characteristics, values and 
practice on interactions with service users and be able to critically reflect on 
this to improve practice” (Social Care Workers Registration Board, 2017a), 
p.5). 

This recent focus on regulating health and social care professions in Ireland is understandable 

following a litany of child and adult abuse in residential care over many years and the need to 

reassure the public regarding safe practice procedures for users of these services.  It is hoped 

that this registration will bring better safeguards for service users and improve the quality of 

care and services that are provided to the most vulnerable in society.  Being part of the 

registration process alongside other health professions also helps social care workers further 

their journey towards professionalisation.  For their part, social care workers need to 

demonstrate proficiencies in the defined areas relating to their role and a commitment to 

engage in continuous professional development to become registered and use the protected 

title of “social care worker”.  On a positive note, this means that there is now a recognised body 
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of knowledge and skill that relates to this role alone and social care workers will have a level 

of education and qualification to work within a sector that historically employed a wide range 

of people with a variety of qualifications and experience.   

However, these proficiencies mustn't be seen in such a prescriptive way that knowledge that 

falls outside these defined categories gets lost, with social care practice becoming almost 

robotic with little room for individual creativity, spontaneity and flexibility when working with 

clients.  These should not be endpoints to be reached in terms of practice as they are the 

minimum requirements that an education provider or graduate needs to demonstrate to the 

registration body.  Competence-based education has been criticised for simplifying complex 

practice situations, for ignoring conflict or competing interests, for being reductionist, leaving 

little room for practitioner curiosity and criticality of service provision (Preston-Shoot, 2000, 

p.91).  An overemphasis on competency-based practice gives the impression that there is a 

fixed way of being or a definitive answer to every situation and denies the need for individual 

expertise, discretion and personal and relational reflexivity when interacting with a service user 

within a given moment.  Michael Preston Shoot (2001, p.11) points out that:  

“…policy-making is often error-inspired and driven by the felt need for quick-
fix solutions that ignore how intersecting circumstances compound the 
difficulties that practitioners encounter. The nature of the work is multi-
faceted and this social world will limit the degree of change possible. 
Focusing on individual situations, to the neglect of wider interactions and 
relationships, is likely to prove ineffective”. 

What works with a client today is not guaranteed to work tomorrow so social care workers need 

to be continuously reflexive and responsive to what is being communicated to them by the 

client, other staff, the organisation and the wider environment.  Julia Jude (2018, p.55) points 

out that systemic reflexivity within social work can challenge this “tick box practice” and helps 

social workers develop ways of working with all systems in their practice.  As social care 

education in Ireland embraces a competency-based practice, the inclusion of systemic 

reflexivity is a timely consideration when developing social care course curriculum.  

As discussed previously, how knowledge and education are constructed and by whom impacts 

on what gets taught in the classroom.  Preston-Shoot (2000, p.90) points out that good practice 

should not be equated with procedural knowledge but the latter is often favoured by employers 

who require practitioners to do the job while little attention is given to the relational, contextual 

and political factors that impact on their work with service users.  If what counts as knowledge 

is very prescriptive, with skill attainment for the workplace the most important element, 

education providers and systems become more rigid, more traditional in their teaching modes 

to meet these criteria, particularly when going through the registration process.  In the future, 
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practice-based modules such as placement preparation or professional social care practice 

will be delivered by lecturers who are social care graduates only.  As I have a social work 

qualification, despite having taught these modules for many years, I am now limited in the 

modules I can teach to social care students.  I thought that a module on reflexive practice like 

the one developed within this study would have added a lot to the college application for 

registration of the social care courses under CORU.  However, there were few opportunities to 

bring in new modules as the course teams considered how best to evidence the meeting of 

the prescribed social care competencies, taking quite a conservative approach and keeping 

existing course content in the first application for the registration of the courses.   

Despite my disappointment, I realised institutional change comes slowly within the academic 

world and it might take time and greater flexibility within the system to accommodate such 

changes. I am still confident that there is huge value in this form of teaching and learning in 

terms of the practice of social care students and other educators.  Our experiences within the 

model acted like spirals moving in and out of other areas of our practice and benefitted others 

such as clients and other students.  Some social care students felt they were more aware of 

themselves and their family experiences and were more relationally aware when interacting 

with clients.  For me, there was a lightness I brought into other teaching contexts as the process 

released me from those constraining discourses on what being an academic involves.   

A systemic perspective holds that one individual can perturb a family system if they adopt a 

different role or position with others.  Likewise, a practitioner who is more systemically and 

relationally reflexive can impact on other staff and clients within an agency.  At a meta-level 

social systems can be altered and care to vulnerable people can be prioritised if enough people 

advocate and lobby politicians and policymakers with marginalised groups (Waldegrave & 

Tamasese 1993; Reynolds, 2018, 2019) to bring about wider societal change.   

But being passionate about an idea, a form of learning, a new model is not enough.  Creating 

such spaces in educational contexts is dependent on others, colleagues and managers, 

agencies and regulatory bodies.  Relational approaches to teaching are affected by mundane 

factors, such as timetables, classroom space, module credits and numbers of students on a 

course.  But the political system also impacts on whether relationally reflexive spaces can be 

found as the funding of colleges often dictates student numbers, class size and physical 

resources which in turn impact on teaching and learning possibilities.  A neo-liberal agenda 

where funding and resources are dependent on the volume of students rather than pedagogy, 

means the provision of rich and personal educational experiences are at times sacrificed.  

Relational reflexivity can only occur if space is made in the curriculum for such activity.  If 

institutes act like institutions as Goffman (1961) described, then education processes become 
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rigid, limiting, and oppressive to student and educator with little room for reflexivity, creativity 

or flexibility in teaching and learning.   

Colleges are located within social and political systems and working within these can be 

frustrating when advocating for new ideas and resisting the robotisation of lecturers and the 

compartmentalisation of education into small bite-sized pieces which demand little from the 

student beyond the demonstration of a small amount of knowledge within a short time frame.  

A change within college education is dependent not just on resources or funding but requires 

a movement away from the historical legacies of education systems that do things as they 

have always been done before.  The place of certain disciplines and the gendered nature of 

some professions like social care within the academy also needs consideration and future 

investment needs to be seen within the context of the value of educating practitioners to 

provide quality, ethical and empathetic services to the most vulnerable in society.  The model 

for education developed here requires a change of thinking and intent in education systems.  

It means there is focusing on the individual student rather than students as a social category 

and awareness and desire that education itself can be a practice of freedom (hooks, 1994).  

The benefits of such teaching can then extend into other areas of practice and other social 

systems as described in the next section.   

The SPiRRaLS Model of Reflexivity for Education and Practice Contexts  

The Model of Relational Reflexivity presented here can only become a reality if education and 

political systems provide space and resources to support such a process within higher 

education.  While these systems influence the learning that takes place in a classroom I also 

thought of the impact our learning within these groups had on our practice and on other areas 

of our work.  I thought of spirals, those slinky toys we played with as children and the different 

ways they spiralled down the stairs sometimes at full speed end over end, and at other times 

getting stuck after just a few steps (Figure 7.2).   

 

Figure 7.2: Student and Educator Relational Reflexivity expanding into Practice Contexts  
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A slinky, was dependent on the context it was moving within, what the surface was like, how 

much force was been exerted over it by the human playing with it.  Stairs always provided the 

best flow of movement, but still, it often stalled as it hit the wall too slowly or too quickly when 

an external influence upset its route and journey.  I had felt this way during the entire research 

process.  At times I worked at break-neck speed, fired by my ideas while sometimes I came to 

a halt as I was faced with unyielding obstacles.   

While our experiences within the groups could extend outwards into other practice domains 

external factors and systems could also impact on us.  Policymakers and funders of higher 

education or statutory regulators could be restrictive and prescriptive in terms of education 

structures we were embedded within, leaving little room for reflexive teaching and learning 

within the course curriculum.  These education, social, historical, and political systems 

influence the learning possibilities for individual students and lecturers.   

Taking these systems more into account and the effect of these in terms of curating relationally 

reflexive spaces in social care education I named the model SPiRRals (Systemic Practices in 

Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems).  Spirals are symbols frequently used throughout 

Irish Celtic Mythology most notably within the Book of Kells a world-famous medieval 

manuscript from the Ninth Century that depicts the life of Jesus Christ through the four Gospels 

(Figure 7.3), displayed at Trinity College, Dublin (Trinity College Dublin, 2019). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.3: Book of Kells, Trinity College, Dublin (Lawford, 2009, CC) 
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Spirals can be seen across many ancient manuscripts and artworks and were useful in 

depicting the various aspects of my research.  But as the research came to an end I became 

more aware of other external factors and systems that impact on the potential for the creation 

of reflexive learning spaces in education. I saw the process as three interlocking spirals like 

the Triskelion in Celtic Design.  Depictions of three spirals are referred to as a Triskelion 

meaning “three-legged” or “three times” in Greek and can be found in Megalithic and Neolithic 

sites and in Ireland are famously seen on the passage and entrance of Newgrange (Brú na 

Bóinne) the ancient passage tomb dated at 3,200 BC. (Figure 7.4). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.4: Newgrange Entrance Stone (Moll, 2012, CC) 

For Christians, the Triskelion depicted the Holy Trinity, but triple spirals were also used as 

symbols in Neo-paganism and associated with the celtic goddess Brigid.  In Celtic Mythology 

they represented life, death and afterlife or the connection between the land, sea, and sky 

(Figure 7.5).  The triskelion for the Celts was important as they believed in the cyclical nature 

of things and the cycle of life (The Celtic Journey, 2013).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 7.5: Triple Spiral (Triskelion), (Atarax 42, 2017, CC) 

Initially, I had focused mainly on dyads as they related to the reflexive learning such as social 

care worker and client, educator and student hoping that increased relational reflexivity would 

contribute positively to social care and teaching practice represented by the first spiral.  But 

triadic relationships have always been a fascination for family therapists.  Early family 
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therapists focused on these types of relationships and offered explanations of the patterns to 

deal with presenting family problems (Flaskas, 2012).  In my study, the triadic relationships 

between the student and educator, the organisation, and our relationships with the wider social, 

political, and economic systems became more evident in the aftermath of the study.   

The relationships between us within the reflexive learning groups were important but the 

potential to create other spaces such as these does not rest with the educator alone.  

Relationships with other colleagues and managers determine if the value of such learning and 

training spaces are valued within the college curriculum or social care agencies as depicted 

by the second spiral (Figure 7.6).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.6: Creating Spaces for Systemic Relational Reflexivity in Education 

Triple Spiral (Triskelion), (Atarax 42, 2017, CC) 
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Social care workers can be more relationally reflexive if their organisation emphasises their 

self-care to build their resilience (Grant & Kinman, 2014) and sees the importance of 

professional supervision (O’ Neill, 2004, 2013; Morrison, 2005; Fox 2011).  The openness of 

college departments or social care agencies to provide reflexive spaces for students and staff 

is influenced by the wider economic, political, and social systems not just in terms of the 

allocation of resources, but also in terms of how education and knowledge are viewed within 

that society.  These systems are the connecting third spiral (Figure 7.6).   

If education is defined solely as being workplace-ready then learning will be reduced to a set 

of skills and tasks to be replicated in an assessment and later in practice.  Theory and skills 

are important aspects of education for a professional but so too are other aspects such as 

personal growth and professional development.  When conceptualising this model of reflexivity, 

these three spirals are not separate entities, but are interdependent and entangled with each 

other.  To create such a relationally reflexive space for learning, colleges need to facilitate 

lecturers to teach in some small student groups, in rooms that are conducive to this form of 

learning.  It will require college authorities to encourage alternative teaching styles and to trust 

the lecturer to create a safe context for reflexivity to occur.  The support of other teaching 

colleagues for this type of education programme is also crucial.  At a broader systemic level 

traditional views of teaching and learning, government investment in college education and a 

one size fits all approach will not facilitate relationally reflexive learning spaces (Figure 7.7).  

 

Figure 7.7: A Model of Systemic Perspectives in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems (SPiRRaLS) 
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The model of systemic relational reflexivity set out here brings many benefits for the student, 

their clients, and the lecturer themselves.  However, my experience has led me to consider the 

impact of wider college, education and political systems on learning and teaching to a greater 

extent.   

While initially focused on the student and lecturer this model of relational reflexivity for 

education requires a willingness from colleges and agencies, other colleagues, and 

management to facilitate such a learning context.  These three aspects are interlinked and 

inseparable in determining if relationally reflexive learning contexts can be facilitated within 

education systems through the curriculum and in social care agencies through professional 

supervision and the ongoing training and development of the practitioner (Table 2). 

This SPiRRaLS model of reflexivity requires a different orientation to learning and openness 

to creating educational spaces within organisations and college environments that allow 

individual, team and organisational reflexivity on teaching and learning.  At a wider level, it 

requires a different view of education and an openness to other pedagogies rather than a one 

size fits all approach to learning.  It sees lecturers as individual human beings with different 

capabilities but as needing time and space to think, reflect and communicate with peers and 

colleagues within academic life and practice.  
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Table 2: SPiRRaLS Model of Practice at Individual, Agency, and System Level 

Stage of the Model Education Institute/Agency Education & Social Systems  
Creating the Space 
 
Warming the Context  
Student Safety 
Relational Ethics/Boundaries 
The individual student within a 
small group context  

Openness to Creation of 
Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
Small Groups  
Lecturer Safety 
Ethical Teaching/Practice  
Individual lecturer promoting 
ideas to colleagues 

Reflexivity within Education-
Lecturer and Student 
Collaborative Education 
Quality of Education  
Ethical College Practices 
Individual valued in the system 
(educator/student) 

Experiences of Caring  
Family experiences of care 
Student experiences of care 
Caring for others 
Maps of Caring as a tool. 

Care of Staff/Student 
Support-lecturer & practitioner 
Understanding of lecturer role  
Understanding of practitioner 
role 

Educating Caring Disciplines 
Humanising not Robotising 
teaching and social care 
practices. 
Reflexive teaching not just the 
transmission of knowledge. 

Experiences of Family  
Reflexivity on family roles and 
relationships for practice 
Family Dynamics (Genogram) 

Experiences of Organisation  
Reflexivity on Educator role 
Relationships with colleagues 
Group Dynamics of Team  

Experiences of Education 
Traditional models of reflection 
Traditional ways of teaching  
Historical legacies of teaching  

Appreciation & Prejudice  
Appreciation of Difference by 
practitioner/student/lecturer 
Intersectionality Approach 
Views of client groups and 
others 
 

Appreciation & Prejudice 
Appreciation of Difference 
within agency/institute. 
 
View of caring disciplines by 
other professionals and other 
academics. 

Appreciation & Prejudice 
Appreciation of different 
pedagogies and teaching 
styles. 
View of caring disciplines 
within the academy 
 

Appreciation & Prejudice in 
Practice 
Relational reflexivity in practice 
with clients. 
Practising with a decolonial 
attitude 
Inclusive practices in the 
classroom 
 
Potential to misuse power in 
work with clients/students. 
Value of client  

Appreciation & Prejudice in 
Practice 
Relational reflexivity evident in 
teaching or supervision 
A Diverse Curriculum  
 
Inclusive practices and policies 
in the organisation  
 
Use of Power within the 
Organisation 
Value of educator/practitioner  

Appreciation & Prejudice in 
Systems  
Relationally Reflexive teaching 
and learning are supported 
Teaching for Diverse Practice 
Contexts  
Inclusive practices and policies 
in the employment of staff and 
student access to education. 
Power Groups in Education & 
Social System 
Value of social care as a 
discipline  

Ending Process and Ongoing 
Relational Reflexivity 
Review of Group Process 
 
Learning for Practice 
Difference to Practice 
Impact on Client 
 
Ongoing Reflexivity of 
student/peer support  

Ongoing Relational Reflexivity 
 
Group Process features on the 
Curriculum 
Learning for Educator  
Difference to Educator Practice 
Impact on Students/Agency  
 
Peer support/Supervision 

Relational Reflexivity and 
Education & Social Systems 
Group Process and space in the 
Education System 
Learning for All 
Different Teaching Practices 
Impact of college education 
provision on society 
Peer support/Training  
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Summary  

This section discusses how the facilitation of the model of relational reflexivity developed within 

this study, is dependent on other relationships and systems within college environments.  It 

outlines how the combination of three elements namely the student/lecturer, the 

agency/college and the political/economic systems need to be supportive of such reflexive 

spaces within education.  It put forward the SPiRRaLs model that focuses on the individual 

and systemic factors that need to be considered when creating reflexive learning spaces in 

future education contexts within social care training.   
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Part Five: Discussion of the Thesis  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.1: Looking to Brathay 

(Ambleside, July 2019, Moore, 2019) 

Feeling the love again 

I work hard for a few days.  I am writing once more, trying to capture some 

of those ideas that I had in Summer School as I listened to others speak and 

connected their thoughts with my own.  And then I go on holidays.  Once again 

we are at the Lakes.  I haven’t been running much, preferring the warmth of 

the gym in the cold winter months.  But in Ambleside, I begin to fall back in 

love with running.  I start tentatively, wondering if I can do what I use to do 

but it gets easier and I find I am enjoying it.  The sun shines but there is also 

the day where I cannot get any wetter.  As I run, even on holiday, I think 

about the research.  Gail manages to make completing the thesis seem possible 

as she breaks it down into small pieces of work.  The academic term is over, 

and I find that I am excited to get writing again, to capture some of the ideas 

that are swirling around keeping me awake at night. 
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Chapter Eight 

Discussion of the Thesis  
 

Introduction  

This section of the thesis presents a discussion of the key points of learning arising out of the 

group process and situates this within key literature on reflection in teaching and practice 

education.  It highlights how a change in my teaching style within this module, changed my 

view of myself as a lecturer and my practice with other students.  It also discusses how a 

relationally reflexive approach enhanced the reflexivity of students and better prepared them 

for practice.  It suggests the key components of a model of relational reflexivity for future 

training in social care education.  However, it also discusses the importance of education 

systems being more flexible, to create such spaces rather than adhering to historical education 

structures and practices.  The discussion concludes with an evaluation of relationally reflexive 

inquiry as the method utilised and invites other postmodern researchers to consider this as an 

approach when researching into their practice.   

The notion of “reflexivity” 

Having learnt the value of developing relational reflexivity myself as part of my family therapy 

training and seen how it enhanced my professional practice and everyday relationships, I 

wanted to introduce training for social care workers that focused on reflection on practice based 

on systemic and relational principles.  Previously when asked to reflect on their practice, 

students reflected on their learning, after an event had occurred, so they could imagine how 

they might position themselves in a similar situation in the future.  This form of reflection put 

forward by Kolb (1984) is usually depicted cyclically as the Experiential Learning Cycle (Figure 

8.2). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.2: Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Jones, 2010, CC) 
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I was critical of this model as I felt it focused on the individual student and their learning in 

isolation from others and the context in which the reflection took place.  There was no 

understanding of the impact of gender, culture, age, ability, money, access to technology on 

the individual’s learning experience and instead it focused on adult learning styles as if we are 

all the same and live in the same world.  Neither did it consider the culture of the organisation 

or system that the student was embedded in or acting out of (Boud, 2010, Frost, 2010), their 

past experiences and how these might impact on the interaction within that moment with a 

client.   

While I had an idea at the outset that I wanted to create a culture for students to be more able 

to reflect on themselves and their practice from a more systemic relational perspective I 

grappled with some of the language associated with reflexive practice.  I wondered what the 

correct term was to describe what I was doing and realised that reflexivity itself as a concept 

poses many difficulties for the academic and the practitioner.  It can often be confused with 

reflection seen as “a self-referential glance back at oneself” (Barad, 2007, p.88) or as holding 

a mirror up to look at ourselves and our actions.  Wanda Pillow (2003, 2019) cautions against 

endless reflecting that can lead us down the path of confession, catharsis or cure and can also 

lead to the representation of others as fixed static entities out there in our research.   

As a social constructionist, I needed to be careful that I was not encouraging students to be 

reflexive in a modernist way where they would uncover their true self and reach an endpoint 

on this road to self-discovery.  I needed to be careful even within the model of reflexivity 

proposed here, that stories of family roles, history or relationships did not become a ‘carved in 

stone’ telling of a story, but were seen as one story that is never finalised and has potential 

gaps that can be re-authored or edited (White & Epston, 1990, Parry & Doan, 1994).  It is 

important to remain vigilant to the modernist representationalism of others in education, 

research, and practice environments and to act like revisionary editors (Parry & Doan, 1994) 

when hearing other people’s stories.  There are many terms used in the literature to describe 

reflection within education and practice including the “use of self”, “self-reflection”, “self-

awareness”, “reflective practice”, “reflexive practice”, “reflection on practice”, even within the 

field of systemic psychotherapy itself (Neden, 2012).  Having considered all of these I felt the 

term “relational reflexivity” as used by Burnham (2005) fitted best with what I was trying to 

achieve within these groups as it encourages reflexivity between educator and students or 

social care student and client within a moment of interaction and is located within systemic 

theory and practice.  This concept of relational reflexivity has been useful as it meant we paid 

lots of attention to the relational interactions and goings-on between us in the classroom.  

There were lots of occasions when something a student said called out (Shotter, 2016) 

something for me and I found myself responding within that moment, sharing a piece of my 
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own private or professional experience in a way that I would not have done previously in other 

teaching forums.  I saw teaching not just as an instructional endeavour, but as a relational and 

reflexive activity between all of us in the room.   

Rather than asking for feedback at the end of the work with clients or students, a relationally 

reflexive position meant we were more tuned into what was happening between us and could 

reorient ourselves throughout the process as a way of deciding how to go on together 

(Burnham, 2005).  For example, I was unsure how students felt when I got more personal and 

shared my experiences of my family with them, but rather than keeping this inside and possibly 

worrying about it later I simply asked about this within the session so I could reorient myself 

based on their responses.  This created a safe space between us where I felt I could offer 

students feedback on their practice in the moment within the group rather than afterwards or 

not at all.  An example of this was my conversation with Alison where I shared with her my 

noticings of the position she took in the group and related this to social care practice rather 

than giving feedback only on more “concrete” assessment criteria that could be quantified in a 

grading matrix. 

An alternative model of reflection  

The model of reflection conceptualised within this research is one where reflexivity on practice 

is a relational and systemic activity.  Relational reflexivity occurred between us in the classroom 

and was demonstrated on placement when students wrote of relational encounters they 

experienced with clients.  As their lecturer, I also engaged in my reflexive processes alongside 

not separate to them within the teaching itself, and afterwards as I looked at the videos of the 

session or wrote in my reflexive diary.  Instead of reflecting after an occurrence on placement 

or in the classroom, this time we also looked at what had gone before, such as experiences in 

our family so we were more aware of how they might appear in our teaching or social care 

practice.   

There were no attempts at being the perfect student, educator or practitioner, no papering over 

the cracks and instead we had opportunities to look at our different selves and how these might 

show up in the work.  We were responsive to each other in the moment which often led to the 

speaker thinking aloud or engaging in public reflexivity (Hawes, 1993, p.535 in Burnham, 

Palma & Whitehouse, 2008) while they later privately could think about their experiences and 

how these might affect their practice with clients.   
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In contrast to Kolb’s Model of Reflection (1984) this reflexivity was not a one-directional, staged 

approach, but one that came in all directions as we interacted and responded to the other 

person in their speaking as can be seen in the diagram (Figure 8.3).  

 

 

                                           Figure 8.3: Public Relational Reflexivity in the Classroom  

This form of reflexivity focused on different aspects of student experience and included those 

of family and their life before coming to college rather than on their learning on placement 

alone.  This brought a very different aspect to the teaching of social care students in Ireland.  I 

trusted that the dialogue would emerge between us as in other forms of dialogical and social 

constructionist teaching (Tseliou, 2007; Tseliou et al, 2016), however, I did come prepared 

rather than planned (Shotter, 2012) with some themes and structure on which to organise each 

session.   This was not an easy approach for me as I prefer to have the security of my lecture 

notes with presentations slides at the ready as I stand at the top of the class.  This time though, 

I had to rely on my “use of self”, something which I ironically hoped to encourage students to 

do to a greater extent in their practice.  It meant letting go, living with uncertainty and not having 

all the answers and relying instead on what emerged within the session with students.   
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I don’t think I could have done this if I was not an experienced lecturer.  In my early days as a 

lecturer, I came over-prepared for class and arrived laden down with books and copious notes 

as if these were my security blankets within my new and strange teaching role.  But as the 

years went on I realised I had my own stories to tell, my experiences to share and became 

much more able to rely on myself within the class-time.  Even now there are still the modules 

that I feel more comfortable with, that I enjoy teaching more as they relate to my practice or 

draw on my experiences as a systemic psychotherapist or social worker.  As these reflexive 

learning groups were also informed by my experience as a trainee family therapist I could draw 

on my training and this helped me facilitate a different style of learning within social care 

education.    

Within these reflexive learning groups, I had to take greater risks and do more of this.  I had to 

lose the presentations and lecture notes and rely on myself and students more.  I had the 

themes for the sessions and some activities but outside of these, I did not make plans for the 

session.  I think my experience as a systemic psychotherapist greatly helped me with this as 

usually with a family or group I have some ideas at the beginning of the session but these are 

usually informed by what evolves between us in the session.  These interactions and 

exchanges cannot be planned or foreseen but are often the richest aspects of the therapeutic 

work.  So, without realising it, my experience as a lecturer and as a systemic psychotherapist 

helped me position myself in a way where I could be more open and courageous within these 

groups.  Like social constructionist systemic psychotherapy within these reflexive learning 

contexts, I took a position of curiosity, openness and transparency with students and brought 

that experience with me into the learning group context which proved to be very helpful to me 

in curating a reflexive learning space. 

The themes for each session were useful starting points from which we could explore our life 

and family experiences and in feedback, many commented on how they enjoyed the activities 

and discussions relating to these themes.   As we discussed our experiences of being cared 

for and caring for other family members meant a greater consideration by some students about 

how they would like themselves or family members to be cared for within services.  This led 

some to feel more empathetic with clients on placement, an important aspect of the social care 

worker role when interacting with clients (Meenan & McHugh, 2013). 

Students liked constructing their genogram and found it helped them be more reflexive of their 

own family experiences and history and recognise that the role they adopted at home 

sometimes carried through to their practice environments.  By listening to others and their 

experience in their families, it helped some realise that there are many constructs of “family” 

which meant their perspective broadened beyond a normative view of family that has moral 
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and ethical implications for practitioners in terms of the expectations they place on parents that 

they would never place on themselves (McCarthy, 2011).  This is important as nowadays social 

care workers in Ireland are engaged in providing family support to vulnerable children and 

families through both statutory and voluntary agencies and are key professionals in the 

recognition and reporting of child abuse or neglect to child protection social work services 

under child protection legislation (Children First  Act, 2015). 

By using the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS (Burnham, 2012) we discussed our social 

identities and how these aspects of ourselves could help or hinder relationship-building with 

clients in practice.  Afterwards, I wondered if I had done this in a fixed or one-dimensional way.  

Amanda Middleton (2019) sees these social categories as fluid, contextual and dependent on 

the safety of the moment as the person experiences an encounter rather than as a list or as a 

group of fixed entities or identities.  I became more aware of how the intersectionality of some 

of these categories affect people’s identity and lived experience.  For example, gender can be 

experienced in a very different way if it is intersected with other differences such as disability 

and cultural background (Butler, 1990).  This Intersectional Approach puts forward the idea 

that identities are not seen as additions but as complex sets of interactions that are created 

simultaneously in the context of social norms (Crenshaw, 1989).  In the future, I think I would 

pay more attention to how a collection of identities are socially constructed and can inform 

policy and dictate how services are delivered, to whom and in what way, often based on 

societal ideas on who the deserving poor are, a term originating from the Irish Poor Law (Burke, 

1987). Brah & Phoenix (2004) point out that this understanding of the complexities regarding 

intersections of difference is important for practitioners to consider.  In the future, I feel I would 

include these ideas in my teaching on reflexivity to encourage a more fluid a view of ourselves 

and others within practice contexts in teaching and social care.   

While I felt these group sessions on appreciation and prejudice went well, as I listened to 

Wanda Pillow (2019a) speak I wondered if we had gone far enough in our reflexivity within 

these groups.  Had we experienced “uncomfortable reflexivity” and had I made sure that I was 

not reinforcing onto-epistemic privilege by engaging in “whiteout theorising”?  I wondered had 

I tried hard enough to hear the voice of the quiet student or the student who did not speak 

English as their first language.  Did I make sure their voices were amplified in the process?  I 

wondered if my embarrassment when I did not always understand what was being said or the 

fear of making somebody (or myself) uncomfortable meant I was guilty of engaging in 

comfortable reflexivity (Pillow, 2003) where I presumed I understood what they were saying.   

In future, I think I will be more tuned into inequities that exist within a group, that some 

differences can be invisible and unvoiced (Burnham, Alvis Palm & Whitehouse, 2008) and that 
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differences are not just accepted but are addressed more proactively.  This can be done by 

practising with a decolonial attitude and in so doing, I can minimise the chances for arrogant 

perceptions of others in the classroom (Pillow, 2019b).  This is not just about respecting and 

appreciating difference but involves looking for epistemic injustices and colonial whiteouts 

within the pedagogy, making sure to engage in “faithful epistemic witnessing” (Pillow, 2019, 

p.119).  This can be achieved by reviewing course material, including more diverse opinions, 

hearing more from those who have been colonised, and being less faithful to white, middle 

class, (mostly men) theoreticians (Pillow, 2019b).   

By bringing these voices into the classroom and discussing other lived experiences beyond 

my own, I can be more proactive in negating the arrogant perceptions of others and set up 

pedagogies that move beyond an appreciation of difference to the bringing of social activism 

into the classroom.  This creates a different context within education, meaning interactions with 

students and social care clients change, and this can be my local social activism (Reynolds, 

2018) as a lecturer. 

Impact of the group process and readiness for social care practice  

Within these groups, I adopted a systemic approach that aimed at encouraging students to 

become more reflexive of their family of origin experiences and become more aware that the 

care that is provided by them as professionals can be dependent on personal, organisational 

and contextual factors which can affect relationships with clients.   

From their involvement in this different learning and relationally reflexive process, students 

noticed differences in how they thought about, positioned themselves and responded to clients 

and other professionals when on placement.  They gave examples of how they felt the process 

helped them become more aware of themselves, their own life and family experiences and the 

impact of these on themselves and their readiness for social care practice.   

The areas that they highlighted in class, within their writings in the reflexive diaries and through 

feedback afterwards are important points for other social care educators, placement 

supervisors and employers to consider to ensure graduates are ready for practice and able to 

provide high quality to care to those that are most vulnerable in society.  Social care students 

cannot do this on their own and need others such as colleges and employers to provide 

environments where greater reflexivity, critical thinking, staff support can occur within a culture 

of transparency and openness.   

 

 



164 
 

Creating Relationally Reflexive Spaces 
in Social Care Education  
Karen Leonard 2020 Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice  University of Bedfordshire  

Within this study, there was lots of learning for social care students from this module in terms 

of their practice (Figure 8.4).  But there are also key areas that went beyond them that should 

be highlighted for the benefit of others within social care education and employment contexts 

discussed in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8.4: What social care students said they learnt from the module 

Greater awareness of the importance of quality in social care provision   

One of the greatest outcomes from this learning context was my witnessing of how some 

students become more aware of the form of care they were providing to clients as they were 

becoming more reflexive of their experiences of care within their families.  This increase in 

awareness means they are more reflexive of the quality of services that they and others provide 

to vulnerable people.  This is an important point as lack of empathy, little support or supervision 

for staff and poor professional relationships were contributing factors to abusive and 

dehumanising practices of clients detailed in some the inquiry reports in residential child and 

adult care in Ireland (Department of Health, 1996; Raftery and O’Sullivan, 1999; Irish Social 

Services Inspectorate, 2001; Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse, 2009; McCoy, 2016). 

What I learnt from this module?  

I am more aware of quality in social care  How I am affects others  

I Need to feel supported 

 My family can impact on my practice   

There can be little difference between my story and a client’s story
     

I can try to be more in the moment with a person  

There are all different types of families  

I feel more confident  

I am part of the relationship with a client        I feel guilty 

I can speak up at meetings 

My role in my family can affect the work 
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In their diaries, some students noted that reflecting on their experiences of caring and being 

cared for meant they were more aware of how they would like themselves or their family 

members to be cared for.  While some like Lorna or Kate felt that caring came easily to them 

based on their family experiences, I also challenged students to think about how their family 

experiences might impact negatively on them and their ability to care for others.  If practitioners 

are thinking in this way they are moving away from seeing service users as one homogeneous 

group and seeing the person first and foremost.  This awareness and increase in empathy can 

guard against the dehumanising of clients that lead to abusive and neglectful practice within 

services.   

There were opportunities to discuss safeguarding concerns in a way that had not occurred 

previously as Kate shared with us her experience of reporting alleged abusive practice by a 

staff member on her first-year placement.  We were able in our conversation to move from 

adopting a discussion of safeguarding procedures (HSE, 2014) within this situation, and 

become more person-centred as we thought of the older woman with Dementia and the 

standard of care she may not have received.  This discussion evoked a wide range of 

responses within this group ranging from anger, sadness, and a need to support Kate.  But it 

also helped us think about the person behind the procedures, question ourselves about what 

we would do if faced with a similar situation within an organisation and felt helpless, angry or 

confused when witnessing the abuse or neglect of a client by a colleague.  

Poor quality care can occur where there are poor relationships between clients and staff, 

between colleagues within the same team and between practitioners and higher management 

within a social care agency.   Throughout this process, students noted that they were more 

aware of the relational aspects of care and the importance of these.  Some changed their 

approach and saw their emphasis was no longer just on the client and caring for them but saw 

social care as a relational experience, affected by their interactions and responses to a client 

also.  Anna provided a nice example of this as she wrote about a young boy that did not connect 

with her initially within an afterschool service, before realising the relationship between them 

needed time and space to develop.   A movement away from viewing social care work as an 

individual endeavour to seeing it as a relational and systemic process with a person or group 

is one of the key points underpinning this research. 

Self-care and feeling supported in education and practice  

Providing ethical, respectful, empowering care of a high standard means students and staff 

need to be supported, reflexive of themselves and their practice, are not overworked and are 

continuously engaged in training on best practice.  This self-reflexivity should begin in college 

and be present in practice afterwards through ongoing professional supervision and staff 
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support.  Some students felt that these reflexive groups were therapeutic, while others 

compared them to professional supervision as they had space to be reflexive of their career 

choice and think about how their family and other life experiences might have contributed to 

this choice and might affect their work with clients in the future.   

Other students felt that they understood themselves better and could articulate their fears or 

worries and their practice in a safe way rather than denying these feelings or burying them.  

Niamh liked having the opportunity to verbalise her concerns about practice in a safe way 

rather than keeping them hidden from others.  Some noted that there is a dominant discourse 

in social care, especially within an Irish context, of just “getting on with things” and not being 

“mushy”.  But on the contrary, being open means practitioners are more in tune with 

themselves, can seek out support from others rather than pretending they are invincible and 

not affected by the work.  This protects against the avoidance of clients, burnout, stress, and 

high staff turnover all of which affect the quality of care delivered. 

Impact of own family experience on social care practice  

Within the reflexive learning groups, because we had small safe groups, we could be honest 

about ourselves, our personal and family stories, look at these and assess their potential 

impact on our practice.  At times, some students saw similarities between their experience and 

that of their clients and they wondered about this aloud.  James, for example, felt he was 

“splitting hairs” between his experience growing up and that of his client.  He was challenged 

on this view by others in the group based on their experience of him over the previous two and 

a half years in college.  He accepted that while there were some similarities between his 

experiences and the clients’, there were also lots of differences.  Dolan (1991) reminds 

practitioners when faced with a client’s experiences that resonate with their own, to discuss 

these in supervision, highlighting similarities but also differences between them and their client 

to maintain professional boundaries.  James, within this learning context, had a safe 

environment like a peer supervision group, to explore these experiences, note the similarities 

and differences and in so doing prevented an over-identification or avoidance of certain service 

users when on placement. 

Eileen was upfront regarding her adoption of a “motherly” role in practice contexts and realised 

that this role meant she connected well with a person but at other times her positioning of 

herself did the opposite.  This points to the importance of social care workers paying lots of 

attention to the context they are working within and the importance of seeing relationships with 

clients as fluid and evolving and informed by both client and practitioner, their feelings, 

thoughts, experiences within a given moment in time. 
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The importance of family experiences and how these shape us, and our view of the world are 

important considerations in social care education and practice.  From listening to others some 

students noted that their ideas on what constitutes a “family” changed as they became more 

aware of diverse family forms and felt they would be more sensitive when asking clients to 

share information about themselves with them.  This increased awareness and empathy were 

also apparent as Anne Marie felt an overwhelming urge to look after and “fix” a female client 

that had mental health difficulties.  Some wondered and worried about clients outside of their 

placement hours and some like Eve felt guilty that they had a lifestyle that service users did 

not have.  These ideas point to the importance of discussing professional boundaries in 

education, supervision, and training contexts in an ongoing fashion within social care practice.   

Relational Reflexivity and professional development  

Assisting social care students to become more ready for social care practice does not happen 

overnight but is a process that occurs over time.  Certainly, it would be useful if learning like 

that described here could be extended beyond one module in social care education and offered 

as training for social care workers already in employment.  While the focus within the groups 

was on the student’s personal and family experiences and being reflexive of how these related 

to their practice in social care, there were other benefits noted by students that this type of 

learning provided.  Some like Eve found it difficult to share her ideas and opinions in larger 

classes but in this context, she contributed a lot to our discussions.  She and others mentioned 

that this would help her in the future when speaking at multi-disciplinary meetings with other 

professionals.  This is an important point as while social care workers spend lots of time with 

their clients and have a role in advocating on their behalf, some find that other professionals 

are afforded more power or status and therefore have a stronger voice at such meetings 

despite being less involved with the client.    

We spent several sessions focusing on how we can be appreciative or prejudicial in our 

practice particularly around social differences and some students found they were more 

culturally competent and able to adopt a position of curiosity regarding culture or religion as a 

result of these.  Melanie, a woman of colour, shared her experiences of racism by a client who 

she was caring for and helped us understand ways of dealing with situations like this through 

respect and empathy.  Laura felt more culturally competent and was able to engage with a 

family regarding their culture and beliefs, rather than avoiding this like she usually would.   

Across the different groups, students found that the context we had created together and the 

teaching style I adopted meant they were more able to share their dilemmas, fears, and 

concerns with others rather than dismissing or hiding them.   They learnt that there is no such 

thing as a “perfect practice” and by speaking openly in a safe context about our difficulties or 
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blind spots, we gain from these experiences.  This means that education providers and 

agencies need to be open to providing such arenas within training and education through 

reflexive learning processes, formal supervision, and support for staff development.   

Relational teaching and learning  

The role of students  

The teaching style adopted within these groups was an approach that students liked, was more 

personal to them and they noticed this context enhanced their ability to be reflexive.  The size 

of the group, the intimacy that was created and the commitment to each other and the process 

were highlighted as significant aspects that assisted learning and their reflexivity.  If reflexivity 

and critical thinking are valued in training and practice settings then smaller groups in 

education can provide a space to explore experiences, attitudes, and practice dilemmas in a 

safe and meaningful way.  In providing this learning arena, even the students who may appear 

passive or quiet in larger lectures can have opportunities to do this within their training in 

preparation for practice.   

This requires a different view of learning that moves beyond the transmission of knowledge 

into student’s heads in a didactic fashion, with them tasked with reproducing the lecturer's 

ideas at a later date in an assessment.  And more than this, there needs to be within the 

academy an appreciation of knowledge that is not static, reproducible or applicable in all 

contexts.  Theoretical approaches should underpin what practitioners do and there will always 

be a need to practise skills relevant to social care practice.  But these aspects are only part of 

the learning that needs to be facilitated in class and on placement.  If we provide theory and 

skill development alone the relational aspects of practice which are so central to the role of the 

social care worker are lost.  The days of putting personal development and more practice-

oriented modules to the sidelines are numbered, as many disciplines require education 

providers to view these aspects as central to student learning.   

Within this reflexive practice module, this change in emphasis was noted by some and they 

compared it with more theory-laden modules.  Interestingly, while this module had a strongly 

systemic and social constructionist theoretical underpinning to it, students did not see it in this 

way as the mode of delivery adopted felt like they were “getting away from the books” or peer 

learning.  Theory was not a separate aspect of the course to be learnt off and reproduced in 

exams later, like a banking system of knowledge (Freire, 1972) but was the knowledge that we 

were co-constructing together based on systemic theory and practice.   

As my teaching style altered, students responded to this and some felt they were more able to 

share their experiences and speak in front of me and other students.  Emily felt she had 
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contributed more than she ever would have in other classes where she was usually quiet.  They 

liked that I “got involved with them” and saw me as fallible which helped them share their 

dilemmas, possible prejudices or blind spots in a way that they may not have felt that they had 

permission to do before in other lectures.   

But there were still some challenges within this mode of teaching.  I still felt there was not 

enough time as I had hoped to explore other themes within the group process.  An exploration 

of the patterns around gender in their family of origin could have been explored and tensions 

between their beliefs, their lived experiences explored in relation to their practice.  However, 

as the groups were collaborative and emergent I could not be directive and limit the discussion 

that evolved within each session.  While this was a collaborative reflexive space, different from 

other lectures, I still felt the pressure of time in the classroom, the need to finish on the hour to 

adhere to the timetable.  I struggled to finish on time when someone spoke of a personal or 

practice concern and there was not the usual clock-watching or signalling that class had 

finished by the putting on of coats or the movement of chairs.  Instead, the time “flew by” and 

sometimes we could not believe the hour was up.  In the future, these sessions could be 

facilitated within social care education weekly over two hours or an entire day in training and 

CPD contexts. 

The role of the lecturer  

It was not just students who benefitted from this more personal, relational, and collaborative 

teaching approach.  I had more space to be reflexive of my practice also.  I had not realised 

how lonely I had felt at times or the amount of pressure I had put myself under to be a type of 

academic based on socially constructed notions and my past experiences of education.  I had 

certain ideas about what should happen in a lecture, the role we should each play and an 

expectation that it would be the “I pitch, you catch” type of learning (Faughanel, 2012, p. 56) 

that would go on as we all experienced in secondary school.  This mode of delivery serves the 

shy student well who doesn’t wish to stand out too much in a large lecture, but also serves the 

wider education system in terms of financial resources as it means hundreds of students can 

fill large lecture halls for a fraction of the cost.  The lecturer takes on the responsibility for the 

learning and imparts knowledge into the minds of students.  While lecturers even in very large 

groups, adopt different strategies with which to engage students (Race, 2014, 2019) there are 

still few opportunities for the educator and student to get to know each other, to discuss their 

own experiences and explore these when connected to practice dilemmas with clients.  

Confinement to the safety of prescribed roles leaves little room to question or veer outside the 

requirements of what has always been done.  And there is that positivist message too-if you 

study well you will uncover the truth and you will know, and you will know forever.   
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In these groups, I could deconstruct these traditional narratives where the lecturer is the expert 

and therefore responsible for all that happens in a classroom (hooks, 1994).  While there has 

been a movement towards alternative teaching practices such as peer or collaborative learning 

in college contexts, education can still be monologic, with knowledge seen as being possessed 

by the academic for transmission into the minds of the less knowledgeable student (Tseliou et 

al, 2016) to be deposited later for the assessment as part of the banking system of education 

(Freire, 1972).  In these learning groups, I adopted a non-expert position as put forward by 

Anderson & Goolishian (1992), seeing students as experts of their own lives and was 

encouraged by Cecchin (1987) to adopt a position of curiosity around what each individual 

brought to the process.  This freed me from the expectations I had of myself, leaving me curious 

about students and their stories, without needing to be an expert with all the answers.  The 

pressure to perform, to be engaging, to entertain, disappeared as I noticed students also took 

responsibility for the group and how things went on together.  I was successful in creating this 

type of climate as students described me as being on the “same level” or “an even keel” with 

them as we shared the responsibility for learning and what happened in the room between us 

without me having to be as Laura remarked “some kind of perfect”. 

This time within the teaching sessions we listened and responded to each other within the 

moment.  As I listened to some stories of the care they provided in their families I began to 

appreciate them more and saw them not just as students but also as people with a wide range 

of experiences that had led them to this point in their career path.  These stories were not of 

trauma and they did not present themselves as “wounded healers” (Zerubavel & Wright, 2012) 

seeking to resolve their issues through their client work, but were positive narratives showing 

their ability to be empathetic, warm and caring from a young age. 

However, this was not an easy approach for me and required a re-positioning of myself in terms 

of my view of education and the lecturer role and as I surrendered my control over the teaching.  

But it was within this context that I learnt most about myself as I scrambled around looking for 

ways to respond to each person within the moment.  John Shotter (2016) emphasises the 

importance of singular events like these that occur as for the first time and our disquiets when 

we realise that there is still more for us to know.  Knowledge is not just an “unknown known” 

waiting to be uncovered in some Cartesian way, but importantly is the “unknown-unknown” 

(p.190).  Within these improvised moments, we seemed most engaged and responsive to each 

other and I felt able to take some relational risks (Mason, 2005) and could be transparent about 

my life experiences not in a deliberate way, but as a response to what was occurring in that 

moment (Roberts, 2005).   
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There is no one single ingredient or magic formula that makes for a successful teaching and 

learning experience.  What seems to work in one situation cannot be replicated in the same 

way with the same outcome in the next class because learning and teaching are not robotic 

activities.  Interactions with others are always temporal, not fixed ways of being because we 

are always acting in response to the other person in social life and therefore in teaching 

practice.  bell hooks (1994) says excitement in learning and teaching can only come from a 

collective approach in the classroom between student and lecturer and there were many 

aspects of the groups that led to greater opportunities for this type of pedagogy to be 

experienced.  I am still firmly holding on to my view that a group like this needs to be a small 

closed group that everybody commits to at the outset.  The space created at the beginning and 

my self-reflexivity created a “readiness” for the other person to engage, leading to the evolution 

of a relationally reflexive (Burnham, 2005, p.5) environment.  Seeing the student as an expert 

on their own life and adopting a non-expert approach to the work while sharing my own family 

experiences and using humour worked well in creating this learning space.  Certain aspects in 

combination with each other seemed to create a useful context for us to go on together, as one 

student said in feedback: 

“I liked the small group.  I liked the way Karen got involved with us...I liked 

the way we all sat around and talked.  It didn’t feel like a class.  The time flew.  

It was interesting”. 

This informal, non-directive and non-expert position is also something for educators to consider 

in their teaching.  As one student remarked: 

“The style was excellent. Informal and less directive than other classes.  

Everyone was included and felt so according to talking to other participants”. 

This collaboration of learning meant that students could inquire more about my practice and 

some of the dilemmas that I experience like a peer supervision group.  While I shared accounts 

of my own life and practice experiences, being so upfront was new to me.  There were times 

that I felt wrongfooted by this when the spotlight was turned to me and when I was asked a 

direct question on how I experienced the diversity of the group or how I had experienced the 

process.  Not used to this, I struggled and felt self-conscious giving my opinion, afraid of looking 

unprofessional or being challenged.  But if educators expect students to become more open 

and reflexive in class and in their writing, lecturers also need to be able to see teaching more 

systemically and relationally where learning is influenced by the relationship between all 

parties in the room from moment to moment.   
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Other matter matters 

But these parties are not just humans.  There are a lot of ideas, theories and techniques offered 

within the teaching and learning literature that focuses on learning styles of students and 

approaches that educators can use to engage and assess student learning (Race 2014, 2019).  

But there is little if any attention focused on the non-human matter in the room and how this 

helps or hinders connections made with adult learners.  As a systemic social constructionist, I 

was tuned into the way the spoken word was used and the dialogue that emerged between us 

within the reflexive learning groups.  Bakhtin views society and culture as being formulated 

through ongoing relationships and dialogue emerging between people (Gardiner & Mayerfeld 

Bell, 1998).  Therefore, I adopted a more dialogical, collaborative style than usual in my 

teaching and paid a lot of attention to the conversation as it emerged between us.  I even 

watched each group session twice to capture the dialogue and to pay more attention to 

interactions between us in the group and how we made meaning together through our use of 

language.  Karen Barad (2007, p.132) challenges social constructionists for giving language 

and culture too much power and she asks: 

“How did language come to be more trustworthy than matter?  Why are 
language and culture granted their own agency and historicity, while matter 
is figured as passive and immutable, or at best inherits a potential for change 
derivatively from language and culture?”.  

But it is difficult to get away from language and storied views and experiences.  There are 

many stories carried into the classroom with us as student or lecturer and these can shape the 

view of the other and influence how we warm to each other or not.  These stories gathered 

from others that describe a certain class group as a single entity are not easily deconstructed 

(White & Epston, 1990; Freedman & Combs, 1996) but often influence the position taken with 

a new group even before the first teaching session.   

While social constructionism emphasises the ongoing construction of multiple selves with 

others in the world through language, new materialism refutes this linguistic frame, favouring 

instead an emphasis on what Braidotti refers to as the “materiality of bodies immersed in social 

relations” (Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2012, p.21).  New materialism does not focus on the 

languaged interactions between humans but looks at the intra-actions, the action between 

rather than in-between them, which includes intra-actions between human and non-human 

matter alike (Barad, 2007, p.359).  This matter Barad believes “converses, suffers, desires, 

yearns and remembers” as these responses are not particular to human beings alone (Dolphijn 

& van der Tuin, 2012, pp.15-16).  While Barad (2003) is critical of social constructionism for 

viewing language as constitutive of the world to the exclusion of non-human material, Simon 

& Salter (2020) broaden social constructionism theory and research to include other material 
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both living and non-living, human and non-human and include stories that have been silenced 

across different times and contexts in research.  They argue this transmaterial worlding allows 

researchers and educators to co-research with others from a position of being alongside and 

within rather than separate to the participant or student.   

I wondered how I had not noticed the presence of non-human material before in teaching 

practice. At the beginning of each semester when I see my timetable for the first time, I have 

a response, a feeling towards it, even before I meet the human students.  This timetable holds 

a lot of power as it can affect the interactions and learning with some student groups.  The 

timetable constructed by a computer system does not pay attention to the human need to eat, 

sit down or have the chance to go to the bathroom on days when there are hours of blocked 

teaching.  It doesn’t notice when a late class is timetabled for the same group or module, and 

how this poor timing can mitigate against a vibrant and engaging teaching session as students 

leave early to get transport home or are tired after a long day.  On the other hand, it can produce 

a “nice timetable” for the lecturer which can mean more energy, interest, and motivation for a 

teaching session experience and even an entire semester. 

This system also allocates classrooms and lecture theatres but apart from room capacity, does 

not pay too much attention to the type of teaching space that needs to be created within a 

module or group.  But within this reflexive group process, I noticed that the rooms affected how 

I felt about a session, whether I was motivated and warm towards students or sometimes more 

flat, needing to make a greater effort to curate the space.  John Shotter (2016, p.184) says 

when relating to dead forms rather than living things they can be seen “from the outside as 

dead things” as objects alone or can be understood “from within the involvements we enter 

into with them” and seen as “relational becomings” that can elicit a human response.   

Certainly, the newness of the room, the colour on the wall or the type of seating evoked a 

certain response in me, an anticipation of how the teaching might be like within these spaces.  

In the newly decorated rooms with colourful seats, I felt more relaxed and calmer in my 

approach whereas, in the drab 1970’s style magnolia-walled classroom, I worked a lot harder 

at keeping the context warm in those sessions.   

Like relationships with humans’ beings, relationships with some matter like with the flipchart 

started with great promise only to fade away quite quickly.  We had a volatile relationship with 

the video camera, as at times we were warm towards it and students laughed at their attempts 

at being “camera-ready” pretending to fix their hair or look good “for the camera”, while at other 

times we felt uncomfortable under its ever-present gaze (Foucault, 1979).   
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This element of teaching became more important to me as the research progressed as I moved 

from seeing objects like these as mere representations of things to seeing them also as having 

their agency (Rosiek, Snyder & Pratt, 2019) or agential realism as Barad (2007) terms it, and 

a contribution to make to the teaching and research process as objects relating to human 

subjects (Rosiek et al, 2019).  

As I paid more attention to the relationships we had with non-human material in the classrooms 

I also became more tuned into other matter such as the clothes I wear, my appearance or 

fashion style, the presence or absence of lipstick and my use of these in a teaching session.  I 

noticed how important my appearance was in the performance of the lecturer role.  Erving 

Goffman (1959) believes that people engage in different practices to avoid embarrassing 

themselves or others when adopting social roles which are played like theatrical performances.   

Like the actor coming on stage, I noticed I use props in my teaching, as I pay a lot of attention 

to my appearance, the clothes I wear and how I look for the performance of the lecture.  I 

noticed I had a different outfit for each of the twenty-six sessions within the research.  I use 

makeup every day and could never envisage lecturing without this “mask” as it seems to make 

me feel more confident, less vulnerable and up to a certain normative standard in the execution 

of my role as a female lecturer “to prepare a face to meet the faces” that I meet (T.S Eliot, 

1963).  

And it was not just me that was tuned into my appearance.  Eleanor at the beginning of one of 

the sessions felt the need to explain that she was dressed in a tracksuit because she had been 

involved in recreation activities with some service users, but was worried about her 

appearance being captured on the camera.  I wondered who she imagined might be watching 

but could also understand how an object like a video camera can alter our behaviour and view 

of ourselves and we anticipate what it might think of us or how it might judge us.   

Goffman (1959) misses the gendered nature of some of these activities in the performance of 

these professional roles in society.  David Nylund and Katherine Ceske (1997) make some of 

these visible in their work with adolescent girls.  They discuss how dominant discourses in 

society on how women should look, contribute to depression, and low self-esteem in young 

women as they seek to “unmask” and externalise these discourses through a narrative 

approach (p.357).  In a conversation with Claudia, a young girl with depression, Katherine 

helps her notice a link between the pressure to look a certain way and feelings of depression.   
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Claudia herself begins to see the connection between how she and other young girls feel 

because of these dominant social discourses perpetuated by the media as she says: 

“Maybe just like they see all these beautiful girls on TV, all these super-
skinny girls, that are, like, sizes you can never fit into no matter how hard 
you try.  All these super-skinny girls and they have all this perfect skin 
because (of) all the makeup they have on.  But you can’t see it and just think 
‘Wow that’s what I’m supposed to look like’.  So you just see it on TV, and 
they start out in the commercials.  It’s mostly commercials, I think, saying, 
‘Look like this, buy this, be like this’ (p.362). 

I am imagining that this conversation took place before the advent of social media and its 

presentation of perfect, bronzed, toned bodies with perfect homes and lifestyles on Instagram.  

And this pressure does not rest with teenage girls but can extend to women of all ages within 

the Western World.  Despite years of education, secure employment, happy personal life, and 

personal therapy I am not inoculated against these societal pressures.  The video helped me 

notice the energy and time I put into preparing myself for the execution of my professional role 

within my social context.   

At times during the research, I thought this would be my opportunity to take on some of these 

pressures and play with these gender and professional roles a bit.  I fantasised about going 

make-up free to class to see what difference if any that this might make to my teaching practice.  

But when it came to it I simply could not do it, I panicked, became anxious as I anticipated the 

negative responses from others and how I would handle inquiries regarding my well-being.  I 

pay a lot of attention to messages about my appearance I receive from friends, students, 

colleagues and even clients.  Some are complimentary but at other times they come out as 

concerns about looking tired or worried.  Because social care education and psychotherapy 

are female-dominated professions, the use of props such as clothes or makeup receive close 

attention from others as we examine, comment, and admire each other in a way that would 

rarely happen among male colleagues. These interactions build social connections but can 

also communicate a subtle pressure to conform to group norms and to socially constructed 

images of myself, created over time that at times can become tyrannical and rigid that I was 

unable to step out of even within this process.   

But sometimes a change in one context impacts on another.  At the later stages of the writing 

of this thesis, long after the module and reflexive learning groups had finished I unexpectedly 

did get a chance to challenge myself and rebel against some of the societal pressures around 

my appearance and presentation of myself within my professional role.   From mid-March 2020 

restrictions due to COVID-19 meant that all my professional work and meetings were held 

online.  Ironically, by being on Zoom and Microsoft Teams I felt less pressure to look a certain 
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way and except for a slick of lipstick (which I still could not give up), I did manage to go make-

up free in all contexts even with clients when face to face therapy resumed.  While these 

professional activities were with my colleagues it remains to be seen if I would manage this 

when teaching students online or face to face in future teaching contexts.   

Education systems and relational reflexivity  

Within this process what occurred between us in the classroom, was central in developing a 

model for future social care practice.  But this was only part of the story.  I realised afterwards 

that the potential for relationally reflexive spaces does not just depend on educator and student 

willingness but is determined by the wider social and education systems they are immersed in.  

This includes the view of what constitutes knowledge for a discipline such as social care and 

this varies depending on the professional backgrounds of educators, experienced 

practitioners, and regulatory bodies such as CORU.  Julia Jude (2018), when arguing for the 

co-existence of reflective practice and systemic reflexivity in social work, sees both as useful 

for social workers and their managers at different levels of the organisation, as they help them 

both to be reflexive of their contributions to the decisions made within social work practice.   

In the same way, the learning that takes place in the classroom is not just related to decisions 

that the lecturer makes at a local level.  The size of the class group, the time allocated to a 

module is also dependent on wider views on what constitutes third level (higher) education in 

Ireland and the allocation of resources and funding of the sector.  Rather than a piling high of 

students’ approach to maximise resources, relational teaching and learning require 

opportunities to engage with and learn from each other, not just the lecturer.  As students 

engaged in this process became more self-reflexive I had time also to be reflexive of my 

teaching practice.  While students need reflexive spaces, academics also need time to build 

and maintain relationships with colleagues and take a breath before the next lecture.    

Education systems are not neutral.  They impact on the lives of students, academics, and 

social care clients.  The quality of education cannot be divorced from the quality of care and 

support provided to the most vulnerable groups in society by social care graduates.  

Practitioners through their education experience need opportunities not just to scrutinise their 

practice (Fitzmaurice, 2013) but to explore what is informing those practices, personally and 

professionally when working with others.  They need opportunities to have time, and space to 

think about their past experiences and how they might help or hinder them when working with 

an individual client.  If students are given theoretical knowledge and skills alone but never 

asked to engage in a questioning of themselves, their own family and their experiences, they 

are limited in their ability to see the impact of their personal and professional journey when 

interacting with another person.   
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If resources rather than pedagogy dictate how the teaching experience is delivered, then 

students’ stories and practice dilemmas are not voiced, while family and individual scripts are 

left unchallenged, leading potentially to the colonisation of clients and disenfranchised 

communities (Byrne & McCarthy, 1999; Richardson/Kinewesquao, 2018; Reynolds, 2019).  If 

we continue to do what we’ve always done, and education systems roll on regardless, the 

potential for graduates to be critical and reflexive of their practice is lost.  Passive students 

become passive practitioners, content with the status quo, treating symptoms and behaviours 

while adjusting people simply to the social structures that had created these symptoms and ill-

health in the first place, rather than focusing on broader social change (Waldegrave & 

Tamasese 1993; Richardson/Kinewesquao, 2018).  The banking system of education mitigates 

against the developing of a critical consciousness, a questioning of the world and the power 

and oppressive practices that need to be tackled (Freire, 1972, 1973) so important within the 

domains of social care.  Michael Preston-Shoot (2003, p.21) believes social care and social 

work education should be transformative beyond the time spent at college.  For this to happen 

learning needs to occur within a context where everybody is open to looking at themselves 

and their experience in a relational way:  

“This shift of mind, to generate transformative thinking, requires 
relationships—intra as well as interpersonal, within and between disciplines 
and agencies, theory and practice. It requires a participative and reflective 
openness, which, if concerned with what matters deeply in human and 
professional life, may restore public confidence in social (care) work and may 
help managers and practitioners to reconstruct work that is truly social”. 

This change in mindset is not just the preserve of students but also requires greater relational 

reflexivity on the part of social care educators and an onus on education systems and future 

employers in facilitating this learning and professional development.   

Evaluation of the Method of Inquiry  

This section of the thesis evaluates reflexive inquiry as the ontology adopted within this study.  

It discusses how this method of inquiry, with an emphasis on essay writing, had much to bring 

to the execution of the study but was not without shortcomings conceptually, as well as 

professionally and personally for me as a systemic practitioner researcher.   

Reflexivity as the panacea of Inquiry? 

As the idea of encouraging relational reflexivity was central to this study as an educator, 

student or client I felt that reflexive inquiry would fit well within this onto-epistemological 

perspective which focused on the researcher and participant as reflexive practitioners from 

within the research process.  While this approach seemed to fit well with the research 
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objectives as a social constructionist researcher I realise that all methods are open to scrutiny 

and critique, even those that I am very attached to.   

As outlined previously “reflexivity” as a term poses challenges for educators and practitioners 

with a wide variety of terms used interchangeably within the literature (Neden, 2012) and also 

provides conceptual difficulties within research given it is rarely clearly defined and not often 

examined (Pillow, 2003).  At the beginning of the research process, I found it difficult to 

establish even for myself, the form of reflexivity I was trying to promote within social care 

education as I read about reflective practice, self-reflection, reflexivity and self-awareness in 

terms of social care practice.  As I wanted to encourage more than an awareness of self or a 

looking at oneself alone and wanted to focus more on the relationships between social care 

worker and client or lecturer and student, relational reflexivity as a term seem to fit best within 

these parameters.   

But in terms of research, Wanda Pillow (2015) sees “reflexivity” described in a variety of ways 

namely as an ethical position, a methodology, a means of analysing ourselves, the adoption 

of a more egalitarian position in feminist research, or as a performance of dialogue.  Within the 

research process rather than focusing on one of these, I feel I adopted an ethical stance 

throughout, continuously questioning and reorienting myself while engaged in ongoing 

reflexivity of myself with students who saw me as being “on an even keel” with them.  Alvesson, 

Hardy & Harley (2008) say “reflexivity” is not a fixed idea or concept and say researchers 

should constantly interrogate its use to avoid seeing it as another “truth” that should be rigorous 

and replicable in all situations like that of a positivist approach.  I had to be careful in my 

adoption of a relational reflexive inquiry that I did not enter a positivist realm where I 

represented student voices or experiences as fixed accounts of their lives and that the group 

process did not become a context where we would reveal our “true” selves “as if a cloak of 

mystery and deceit can be removed to reveal the real goings-on behind the artifice of the 

written account” (Rhodes, 2009, p.664).   

While I do present extracts from diaries and dialogues from sessions here, as a social 

constructionist researcher I am aware that if I were to conduct these sessions again, even with 

the same groups other stories and different perspectives would emerge.   We would be in a 

different space and a different context. As I write today, the 4th June 2020, given the COVID-

19 Pandemic and the restrictions that are in place, these student groups would be online and 

I would have to find other ways to set a safe context for relational reflexivity to occur without 

us being in a circle in a physical classroom.  I’m sure we would have very different stories to 

tell about our family relationships, roles, or care experiences since the start of “lockdown” 

almost three months ago. 
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Pillow (2003) is critical of reflexivity in research that can come across as self-indulgent or 

confessional, as a form of comfortable reflexivity.  Reflexivity as a method of inquiry can be 

viewed by some as being too therapeutic or the researcher as being too self-absorbed to be a 

“proper” method.   Academics who engage in reflexive inquiry can be viewed as perplexing to 

their colleagues or seen as being involved in “navel-gazing” (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 1998, 

p.313).  Indeed Rhodes (2009) warns against reflexive researchers becoming narcissistic, rigid 

in their own opinions as they write about their practice rather than that of others and it can 

paradoxically mean the researcher becomes more married to their views: 

“...reflexivity, in some of its variations, can be practised as a warped 
narcissism-one where researchers, in recognizing themselves in the mirrors 
of their own text, fall in love with themselves and forsake all others” (p. 661).  

Throughout the research process, I had given these concerns a great deal of thought.  I 

wondered how other colleagues and academics might view this study and method of inquiry in 

a college environment where research methodologies taught and valued still largely fit within 

a positivist vein.  Gail Simon (2010, p.308) says “systemic practice is something of an oddity 

in more rule bound professional culture” and I realised at times that this method of inquiry and 

my teaching style in these reflexive learning groups were at odds with what usually counts as 

teaching and research within the college system.   

But there have been some promising conversations with others also engaged in practitioner 

research, who are committed to introducing postmodern ontologies and altering traditional 

ways of teaching and researching within our academic domain.  It remains to be seen whether 

our intentions and experiences will be enough to perturb the system and convince others of 

the need to alter our teaching and research practices in the social sciences, even at a local 

level. 

Marshall (2001) wondered if her use of reflexive inquiry would seem “trite” to others or that she 

would be seen as “a worrier or self-punishing” (p.434).  Like her, I was concerned that as I 

become more tuned into my teaching style and looked at myself on video I would become 

more worried and anxious about my performance as a lecturer.  But what was interesting was 

that because this was a collaborative teaching space with the shared responsibility for the 

teaching with students (hooks, 1994) I felt liberated in my practice as I let go of the prescribed 

roles I had adopted and constraining stories and expectations I had of myself as a lecturer.  I 

did notice that there were different reactions to this form of teaching and researching among 

colleagues including curiosity and confusion, with some referring to the groups as “therapeutic” 

or as a form of teaching that could only be delivered by a psychotherapist.   
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I wrote about these different perspectives in my reflexive diary:  

At moments when I am struggling within the research, I remember 

some colleagues have been consistently supportive of my ideas over the 

years and see the value of a process like this as they have also been 

concerned regarding student’s own experiences and how this might 

impact on their practice positively and negatively.  However, I notice 

the word “therapeutic” has been used a few times to describe what I 

am doing.in the reflexive groups. I am not sure what they mean by 

that or what they imagine I am doing with students in these groups!  

I get the impression that some think this is like a therapy group 

rather than a teaching and learning experience that could be facilitated 

by other educators also. (Personal Reflexive Journal, 21st February 

2018). 

Newton, Rothlingova, Gutteridge, LeMarchand & Raphael (2011) embrace a qualitative 

reflexive approach, but caution against creating a distance between this and other research by 

unwittingly undermining the quality of our research through the exposure of personal and 

professional dilemmas experienced within the research.  While postmodern research places 

researcher reflexivity as central to the process, Alvesson et al (2008) believe that there should 

still be criteria that determine if this has been done successfully.  While the focus may not be 

on a product or a definitive set of results, this form of research does need to contribute 

something, challenge others or lead to new research.  Both Tracy (2010) and Simon (2018) 

have set out quality criteria for consideration within postmodern qualitative practitioner 

research to enable these methodologies to be scrutinised by other researchers.  Tracy (2010) 

sets out eight criteria with which the quality of qualitative research can be evaluated.  These 

include that the research should be a worthy topic, display rich rigour, show sincerity, have 

credibility, show resonance, make a significant contribution, attend to ethics, and display 

meaningful coherence throughout.   

While these are quality criteria developed within the area of post-positivist qualitative research, 

Simon (2018) builds on these by developing quality criteria for systemic practitioners 

researching from within their practice.  Her quality criteria set out that research should be 

connected to systemic practice in terms of the methodology used, its’ situatedness within a 

wider political context with relational ethics and aesthetics being practised throughout the 

process.  The researcher also engages in reflexivity, shows a relational coherence throughout, 

and makes a valuable contribution to the field of systemic theory and practice.  This guidance 
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was very useful for me within the process and equips me for times when I am questioned by 

others who may not see postmodern research as “proper” or “real” when compared with 

traditional research methods.  

Reflexivity-the cost to ourselves? 

When engaging in reflexive research I needed to be aware of the potential effect of my 

research on others but also myself as a practitioner researcher.  Researcher reflexivity 

according to Russell & Kelly (2002) encompasses researchers reflecting on themselves, their 

shortcomings or feelings which are aspects that might be avoided within other forms of 

research.  This was noticeable within this study as it seemed the more I helped students be 

reflexive of themselves for practice I became more aware of my practice as a lecturer with 

them but also with other class groups.  Ravi (2019, p.391) notes that while reflexivity can move 

a research process from the goal of obtaining data to be a more in-depth and meaningful 

experience for the researcher, it is not without its’ disadvantages and challenges.  These 

include the possible imposition of the researcher’s view on the participants and exerting too 

much power over the process.  Certainly, I was conscious within the reflexive learning groups 

that I would not overshadow the participants and their stories and entered an ongoing internal 

dialogue with myself and with participants to guard against this.  Within a relationally reflexive 

position as Burnham (2005) suggests, I continuously checked with participants that I was 

orientating myself in a way that fitted for them within each session and afterwards through their 

feedback.   

Given the possibility of doing this and the crisis of representation in traditional research 

methods, postmodern approaches to research, hold the researcher accountable for the 

decisions made and require them to be transparent about their feelings with participants and 

readers throughout.  As post-modernist researchers representing the other person or Othering 

in research (Krumer-Nevo & Sidi, 2012) is avoided at all costs the impact of this form of inquiry 

on the researcher, however, may not always be considered.  Sampson, Bloor & Fincham 

(2008) and Simon (2019) discuss the difficulty in managing the roles of researcher and 

professional and the activities associated with each role within the research.  Sampson et al 

(2008) outline others dilemmas associated with this form of methodology such as the 

management of sensitive topics, concerns about “using” participants while trying to give a voice 

to powerless people without having an ability to bring about change to their situation.   

Ravi (2019, p.391) notes some personal challenges that reflexivity as a method of inquiry 

brings for the researcher such as the need to be patient and disciplined in the process, but 

also the ability to deal with the emotions that may present for the researcher as they are 

reflexive of themselves, their experiences and their feelings to a greater extent than in some 
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of the traditional modes of research.  For me, this research was not an objective, measured 

process where I was looking in on or representing what participants said or wrote about.  It 

meant some sleepless nights as I grappled with the multiple roles of researcher, educator, 

doctoral student, and psychotherapist.  For example, when a student became upset within a 

session regarding the care of an older person, I was overwhelmed too, unsure how to respond 

in that moment.  I was concerned for her but also worried that other clients might still be at risk 

of mistreatment or abuse.  From an ethical point of view as a researcher, I had to make sure 

she was okay after she had disclosed this information but as a lecturer, I wondered if other 

students might also have been on placement in this agency and exposed to the same staff 

culture.  These ethics in practice (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) involve the more messy parts of 

everyday life that cannot be foreseen when submitting an ethics form but are a reminder of the 

importance of practising relational ethics throughout the entire process rather than at the outset 

alone (Simon, 2014, 2018).  The impact of postmodern inquiry on the researcher faced with 

managing these roles is emphasised by Sampson, Bloor & Fincham (2008, p.925): 

“The feminist approach to research has pushed concerns for participants’ 
welfare to the forefront of the minds of many researchers.  It is valuable that 
researchers have such concerns; however, there are associated emotional 
costs when researchers internalize such values and become torn by 
competing orientations as student, researcher, and/or moral actor, aware of 
abusing access to power”. 

I had not considered how the witnessing of student’s family and personal stories would affect 

me.  When some spoke of experiences they had such as caring for others, being a young 

mother, or times when they lacked confidence I could hear myself empathise as I often 

responded with a personal account from my family or life experience.  Often I felt my throat 

constrict, my voice wobble when I spoke of my experiences of loss or times when I was cared 

for by receiving gorgeous soufflé or nourishing dinners as a child.   

In their research Sampson et al (2008) note that female researchers often find it hard to leave 

the research field on completion of the research.  This is due to several factors such as an 

awareness that participants had confided in them about sensitive or emotional topics as the 

research relationship was ending, while some found problems “readjusting to their ‘old’ lives” 

(p.928).  For me, I had a different research dilemma.  Rather than leaving the field, I stayed in 

it, teaching some of the students and meeting others in the corridor, the library, and the coffee 

areas.  I noticed a warmth between us, a relaxed approach I adopted with them, but needed 

to make sure that I created an egalitarian environment in future modules where there were no 

differences made between those who had taken part in the research and those who had not.   
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I paid attention to these relational ethics, even after the research process had ended by 

preserving anonymity when marking subsequent assessments and asking the External 

Examiner to review the assessments of students who had previously been research 

participants.   

Diffraction or Reflexivity as a method? 

Reflexivity has been criticised by new materialists for focusing on sameness and mirroring 

processes, rather than differences and looking at material processes either human or non-

human within the research.  Barad (2007) drawing on Donna Haraway argues that reflection 

and reflexivity as concepts or methodologies are too focused on sameness whereas diffractive 

processes focus on relational aspects of difference and the impact of these in the world: 

“Diffraction patterns record the history of interaction, interference, 
reinforcement, difference.  Diffraction is about heterogeneous history, not 
about originals.  Unlike reflections, diffractions do not display the same 
elsewhere in more or less distorted form” (Haraway in Barad, 2007, p.71). 

Bozalek & Zembylas (2017) say that diffraction for Barad is based on a relational ontology 

where matter and meaning are in an ongoing process together, located within ethical and 

epistemological contexts that she refers to as an ethico-onto-epistemological approach.  

Concepts such as “reflection”, “reflexivity” or “critical reflection” are often used interchangeably, 

and I am critical of Barad’s (2007) view of reflexivity which seems to be more akin to the term 

“reflection”.  She seems to place all forms of reflexive methodologies in the same camp without 

seeing the subtle differences between these (Pillow, 2015), with all guilty of representing the 

Other in research despite movements within reflexive inquiry to address the crisis of 

representation in research.   

For Barad (2007) to reflect a mirror image there needs to be a distance between the observer 

and the mirror, but diffraction does not encounter such a distance, as there is an entanglement 

between the observer and what they observe.  This meant for me that the different accounts 

gathered from myself and students could not be represented as distinct entities or layers as 

depicted on the first cake (Figure 4.2) but needed to be seen as an intermingling of different 

views, experiences and opinions that swirled around together and were entangled with each 

other.   

Rather than presenting student voices and feedback as separate to that of mine they were 

intertwined and influencing of each other.  For example, as I was more upfront and described 

how I sometimes felt when working with clients, students responded to this by also describing 

areas of practice they had struggled with on placement.   
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Bozalek & Zembylas (2017) point out that reflexivity means the researcher is the person who 

is engaged in self-reflection through their methodology as an independent entity whereas in a 

diffractive methodology there is no distinction between the researcher and the participant as 

they are already entangled with each other and with other matter, moving away from this 

dichotomy as well as other ones such as language/matter or human/non-human.  They make 

the following useful distinction :  

“While reflection can document difference, diffraction, on the other hand, is 
a process of producing difference” (p.117). 

Within this debate between reflexive and diffractive methodologies, there seems to be a 

polarising of both with each being pitted against the other.  Many ways of being reflexive within 

research do not lead to the representation of research participants.  Certainly, within this 

research, there were many moments when both human and non-human matter showed we 

were entangled with each other which is in keeping with a diffractive methodology.   

A diffractive methodology means there are insights to be gained within the small details of 

relations of difference and the importance of being cognisant that ethics are forever entangled 

within the process rather than external to it (Barad, 2007; Dolphijn & van der Tuin, 2012).  

Therefore, as I presented the research material, I became more aware of the importance not 

just of student accounts that were complementary to my view, but the need to notice the 

diffractive aspects, our differences also, and make sure these were also presented within the 

final thesis.  This meant, for example, the inclusion of student’s negative opinions of this 

process or the traditional models of reflection that I had used when teaching placement 

preparation in the past.   

Bozalek & Zembylas (2017, p.123) suggest the use of reflective journals as a way of engaging 

students in self-reflection in research in a more diffractive way.  They suggest a more diffractive 

intra-active journaling where ideas, writings, with humans and matter build on each other within 

the work.  Going forward in my teaching I could incorporate some of these ideas by 

encouraging students not just to write their reflexive diaries as a solitary activity, but to share 

and engage other group members, including myself, with their writing within the class and 

encourage multiple viewpoints by reading through the reflexive diaries together within the 

groups.  We would benefit from the best of both worlds then, as both diffractive and reflexive 

ideas would sit side by side while we constructed new knowledge through our intra-actions as 

humans and other matter within our writing and learning.   
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Summary  

This section of the thesis discusses some of the ideas that emerged in terms of relational 

teaching and learning from my involvement within the process with students including the 

impact of human and non-human relationships on pedagogy within classroom settings, 

situating this within the relevant theory and academic research.  It discusses a relational 

reflexive approach to social care education which replaces an individualised model of reflection 

and describes its’ usefulness for other educators.  This form of reflexivity can, however, only 

be facilitated if spaces within education systems are created for such learning.  Finally, this 

section ends with an evaluation of relational reflexivity as a method of inquiry discussing some 

of the strengths but also dilemmas such a methodology pose for postmodern researchers.  
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusion  
 

At the beginning of this research, I set out to develop a module for education that would provide 

time and space for social care students to be more reflexive of themselves, their family and life 

experiences in preparation for practice.   In this section, I highlight some of the key ideas that 

have emerged from my research and I describe how my study contributes to a unique body of 

knowledge through my development of my model of reflexivity entitled SPiRRaLS (Systemic 

Practices in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems).  I provide some examples of how 

this model of reflexivity might be useful for other lecturers and students within social care 

education and allied disciplines.   Finally, I look back over my research journey reflecting on 

where I have been, and where I hope to go to next, in terms of this research and my 

professional development.   

My professional practice  

My interest in designing an alternative teaching model of reflexivity was borne out of my 

experience of teaching social care students for many years.  I had listened as students spoke 

about clients as if they were separate to them rather than in a relationship with them, as if a 

client’s behaviour existed in a vacuum, was de-contextual and separate to the practitioner.  

Over time I realised that this was not a failure on the part of the individual student, but a 

systemic failure given that social care education afforded few opportunities for students to 

develop self-reflexivity about themselves, their families and their experiences in preparation 

for practice.  There were few training spaces offered whereby students could develop a 

relational reflexivity about the professional relationships with service users within the 

curriculum. 

In my professional practice, I wanted to do something different and address a wider educational 

aim.  I created an alternative module for the social care student so they could learn more about 

themselves and what they bring to social care relationships.  It offered them opportunities to 

understand more about relationships with service users and how they could use themselves 

better when building relationships.  The module was designed to invite learning from reflection 

on what goes before, what led them to choose social care as a career, to give voice to their 

back-story, their family and life experiences and help them think about how these experiences 

might show up and inform their practice with clients.  Heavily influenced by my experience of 

personal and professional development within family therapy training, I designed an alternative 

module for delivering placement preparation based on systemic social constructionist theory 

and practice.  This module was delivered within small learning groups that allowed space for 
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both students and me to engage in a more public form of relational reflexivity with each other, 

not in a scripted way, but within a collaborative, emergent and dialogical learning context.  

There were themes for each session that shaped the conversation at times, but in the main 

what occurred in each group were mainly “improvised encounters” (Newbury & Hoskins, 2016, 

p.22). 

Researching my professional practice  

To study my professional practice with students I chose a relationally reflexive method of 

inquiry which afforded me lots of opportunities to pay attention to the more relational aspects 

of teaching and learning especially through the videotaping of sessions and my reviews of 

these afterwards.  I used reflexive writing, capturing my noticings afterwards, while also 

keeping a reflexive diary of my experiences of delivering this module.  Students gave me 

feedback at the end of each session, at the end of the learning sessions and, also on the 

Placement Review Days.  Coupled with their reflexive diaries, this provided rich material on 

how they experienced the module and how it prepared them for practice when on placement.   

This relationally reflexive inquiry meant there was a layering, an assemblage of different 

perspectives written from within the process.  I curated all this rich material and wrote five 

essays which eventually were assembled as two main pieces-one on my practice as an 

educator and how this changed when teaching this module, and a parallel one that described 

how the process had impacted on students when on placement based on their writings and 

the dialogue between us in the sessions.  These rich sources of information helped me 

understand what was important in terms of developing and delivering a module like this not 

just in terms of themes and topics for sessions, but also how such learning spaces might be 

created in the future and what style of teaching might be useful to adopt.  From this research, 

I have developed a programme that can be utilised with social care students and others within 

education and training contexts when preparing students for practice environments.   

My original contribution to knowledge  

I was adamant within this research journey that I did not want this study to gather dust on my 

office shelf.  I wanted it to contribute to the body of knowledge surrounding social care 

education and training that would have an impact on the daily practice of social care workers 

with their clients as well as lecturers with their students.  From my research I have made a 

unique contribution in the following ways: 

1. Developing the SPiRRaLS Model of Reflexivity for social care education 

I have designed and developed a module of relational reflexivity for social care education and 

training and have described the main components of this for other educators to adapt for their 
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teaching contexts.  As well as this, I have, through my personal experiences, became more 

tuned into the influence of education and political systems on the choices that are made, what 

modules are taught and in what way within higher education.  As a result of my heightened 

awareness, I have developed a model of reflexivity called SPiRRaLS (Systemic Practices in 

Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems) that takes into consideration the influence and 

power of such systems on what happens within a certain classroom setting. 

This model is my unique contribution to the social care, systemic and education fields.  Rather 

than focusing on the individual student alone, this model suggests that opportunities to be 

reflexive require the support of the wider education, social and political systems if such spaces 

are to be facilitated.  This means that the lecturer who wants to introduce reflexive learning 

spaces like the one described here, needs to be aware of the impact of such systems and 

needs to find ways to garnish support from others or be transgressive within such systems.   

2. Creating a systemic and relational model of reflexivity for social care training 

Many studies emphasise the importance of self-reflection within social care education, but the 

prevalent models of reflection emphasise an individualised, de-contextual and non-relational 

approach to reflective practice.  The model developed here, encourages a relational and 

systemic approach to reflexivity, encouraging students to be more attentive to what is 

happening between them and a service user within a moment.  It also highlights the importance 

of context, where each person is coming from and how this is framing the interaction and their 

response to each other.  It gives a framework for teaching sessions that other lecturers or 

trainers could use when encouraging students to be more reflexive of themselves, their family 

and life experiences within social care education not just for themselves but for their practice 

with clients and other professionals.  

3. Improving the quality of social care relationships through relational reflexivity  

This research points to the importance of social care students being reflexive of themselves 

and their family and life experiences before entering the social care field.  It shows the value 

of such learning for preparing students to work with clients in an ethical, just, and systemic 

way.  There are lots of examples that illustrate how through their involvement within this group 

process, social care students recognised changes in their practice on placement.   

Students valued the opportunity to look at themselves, what they were bringing to their practice 

rather than simply focusing on the client as the locus for education and social care practice.  

They began to be able to make a systemic and relational link between their experience and 

their connection with a service user when on placement.  They could see how their family 

relationships, experiences or role followed them into their work with clients and were more 
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tuned into times when they need to reorient themselves, change roles and respond in different 

ways to the person they were working within a moment.  

Some were more in tune with their reactions and their emotions and had a greater 

understanding of how these might help or hinder them in their work with clients.  Some felt they 

had a greater empathy with clients and were more aware of the individual’s social and family 

circumstances and how these had contributed to the behaviour of a client or the difficulties 

they presented with.  While some saw similarities between their lives and that of their clients, 

they were more tuned into professional boundaries and were able to use their experiences, 

show more empathy and understand better the behaviours clients might use to make sense of 

their world.  

Students were upfront about some of their personal experiences, their concerns, attitudes, or 

dilemmas about their practice, and felt they could openly discuss these rather than avoiding or 

burying them when working in social care.  This greater awareness and understanding can 

encourage a better quality of care and attention to ethics in practice, and potentially safeguard 

vulnerable people in receipt of services from social care workers and other professionals.  

4. Showing the importance of relational reflexivity within professional education 

There are lots of collaborative learning practices in higher education, but this research goes 

further by encouraging lecturers to be relationally reflexive within the teaching space with 

students.  This means that lecturers are not engaged in a silent form of reflection after a class 

but that they can engage students in public relational reflexivity within the classroom.  This, 

however, means a shift in emphasis with lecturers viewed no longer as all-seeing and all-

knowing, but as fallible human beings that can be transparent and honest about their 

experiences.  This openness and relationality within teaching can benefit themselves and their 

students as both can let go of some of the rigid stories of education that surround the traditional 

student or lecturer role.   

This model of reflexivity is a movement away from traditional models in education that imply 

there is a fixed learning style for each person or that self-reflection is a staged process that 

everybody goes through in the same way.  It allows for unpredictability, things not going to 

plan, and the messiness of social interactions often glossed over by teaching and learning 

texts written like recipes for lecturers to follow.   

This research encourages lecturers to embrace greater reflexivity of themselves and their 

practice with students rather than simply expecting students to be reflexive and critical within 

their learning and practice.   It shows that small changes can make a difference in teaching  

such as a tone or how a context is set at the outset, the room and its’ surroundings.  These are 
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important considerations in relational teaching practices with the focus being not just on 

humans but the other matter in the room such as the technology or chairs which have agential 

realism (Barad, 2007) and are more than human’s representations of them (Rosiek, Snyder & 

Pratt, 2019).   

This study points to the importance of cultivating time and space within higher education where 

lecturers can meet, connect with colleagues or engage in a form of self-reflexivity privately 

through writing, attending conferences and continuous professional development. 

5. Describing relational reflexivity as a method of inquiry in postmodern research   

Throughout this research, I adopted a relationally reflexive method of inquiry.  This 

encompassed more than reflexive writing after a class and instead, I captured what went on 

within the session, the exchanges between us in the groups, and how we responded to each 

other within the moment by using the video camera.  There were many personal examples 

from myself and others that were shared within the space that provided rich research material.   

Having gathered all of these sources of material, I layered them in such a way that I could 

identify common threads and wrote several essays on our experiences of the module and the 

impact of it on our practice both as student and lecturer. 

Research like this is personal, influences the researcher in many ways both at the time and 

afterwards even when the study has been completed.  This study encourages other 

researchers and educators to expand their repertoire of methodologies and situate a 

relationally reflexive method of inquiry within the social sciences.  

Opening up other avenues  

Throughout this thesis, you will notice that there is a range of photographs and descriptions of 

travels I took as part of this doctoral journey.   I read and wrote while I waited at airports or 

travelled on trains.  There is no doubt that this travelling contributed greatly to my enjoyment 

of the doctorate, but it also had a great impact on my learning as it helped me build connections 

with others and engage in professional activities that I had not experienced before, including 

the following: 

• I delivered a presentation entitled ‘Inviting (some) relational reflexivity into Social Care 

Practice and Education’ (Leonard, 2018a) at the Second Systemic Postgraduate 

Research Conference hosted by the University of Bedfordshire and the Tavistock 

Clinic, London and at the 4th Bedfordshire International Systemic Spring School in 2018. 
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• I felt comfortable situating my research alongside others and designed a poster  entitled 

‘Towards developing a model for relational reflexivity in social care training-the possible 

impact on practice?’ (Leonard, 2018) for the Postgraduate Winter Conference, 

University of Bedfordshire, Luton, UK.   

• I delivered a lecture with Bev Meakin on practitioner research to social workers through 

“Making Research Count” at the University of Bedfordshire in 2019. 

• I presented to other educators within a variety of disciplines on the topic ‘Teaching 

Reflection-Relationally Reflexive Teaching’ (Leonard, 2018b) at the Internationalism 

and Multiculturalism in Health Care, Social Services and Physiotherapy Conference.  

TAMK, Tampere University of Applied Science, Finland. 

• I delivered a presentation at the EFTA (European Family Therapy Association) 

Conference in Naples (Leonard, 2019) entitled ‘Crossing Discipline Borders-Bringing 

Systemic Relational Reflexivity into Social Care Education’. 

• I got to know lots more people-other systemic thinkers and practitioners who I could 

connect with.  The monthly Systemic Reading Groups facilitated by Leah Salter 

challenged my thinking about the world and my research as we looked more deeply at 

writings on social justice, colonialism, feminism, and new materialism. 

• I heard Wanda Pillow (2019) speak at the Systemic Spring School and this challenged 

me to think more deeply about the notion of “reflexivity” and the importance of adopting 

a “decolonial attitude” as a practitioner, lecturer and researcher. 

• Listening to Vikki Reynolds (2018) speak at the Clanwilliam Institute, Dublin reminded 

me of the importance of social activism and a community response to social injustice 

and reminded me of the importance of this within my teaching of social care students. 

• A systemic colleague suggested that I was the person to deliver a module on family 

dynamics and systemic therapy to pluralistic and integrative counselling students at 

IICP College, Dublin.  I taught this module in late 2019 and early 2020 and have been 

asked to teach it again in the next Academic Year. 

• I was invited onto the Academic and Professional Council at the Clanwilliam Institute, 

Dublin, one of the two family therapy training programmes in Ireland.  

• I was asked to deliver seminars on relational reflexivity to second-year students on the 

M. Sc. in Systemic Psychotherapy at the Clanwilliam Institute, Dublin and I delivered 

these in March 2019 and 2020. 
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• I helped with the organisation of A Festschrift for Dr Imelda McCarthy (University of 

Bedfordshire & Friends of KCC, 2018) and designed a banner and visa application 

process with fellow doctoral students Bev Meakin and Fran Urbistondo Cano, adopting 

a playful approach to the notion of political borders that are constructed between people 

(Figure 9.1).  On the day everybody was welcomed to enter the space of the Fifth 

Province, a safe place, where all are equal and can engage in dialogue freely together.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9.1: Banner welcoming attendees to the space of the Fifth Province  

  (Lees-Moorhouse, 2018) 

• I have been invited to supervise and present on the Professional Doctorate in Systemic 

Practice once this doctorate is complete. 

• While academic talks framed some of my thinking, it was often the conversations after 

such important days as Performing John Shotter (University of Bedfordshire, 2016) or 

A Festschrift for Dr Imelda McCarthy (University of Bedfordshire & Friends of KCC, 

2018) that also inspired me.   

And there was lots of travel… 

• The journeys to the university in Luton for PDSP meetings gave me lots of time to think 

and reflect.   

• While the conversations with other doctoral students and our academic tutors informed 

my thinking and learning in the classroom, we often continued these over dinner and 

late into the evening at the Premier Inn, Luton with these contributing to my ongoing 

reflexivity and learning within the doctoral journey.   
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• I travelled to Yorkshire several times to meet with Gail for supervision and for writing 

retreats with other doctoral students where our ideas gained voice and were discussed 

over lovely lunches, on walks afterwards or at coffee time.   

• As a family, we travelled to Visby, Sweden where I met Lisen for supervision in her 

beautiful surroundings.   The warm weather matched her hospitality and provided me 

with the time and space for me to be reflexive and discuss the progress of my thesis.    

Rather than an individual journey, the research process for me was also largely a relational 

one.  While sitting down to write is still a solitary activity that demands time and motivation, it 

was not a lonely process.  I discovered that the PDSP meetings in Luton and the writing 

retreats, suited my writing style as they provided me with large amounts of time to write, away 

from my usual distractions but always in the company of others.  

While listing some of these activities I realise how I have grown in confidence in terms of my 

practice as a lecturer, a systemic psychotherapist and as a researcher.  I have found my voice 

and have been able to articulate and be critical of the ideas that underpin my research.  On 

my first visit to Luton, I was adamant to PDSP tutor Liz Day and my colleagues that I was not 

creative and would not be writing poetry or painting as part of the research.  And now four 

years later I look at my thesis and have a different story.  I am creative.  I have written evocative 

and reflexive pieces.  I have read them aloud to others without feeling embarrassed or self-

conscious.  I have been deeply personal in describing aspects of myself and my life that I have 

shown to students, my cohort colleagues, and my supervisors and within this thesis.  I have 

shown my insecurities, my dilemmas and imperfect practices to others and have learnt from 

the sharing of these. 

Implications of this research for social care and allied professionals 

This SPiRRaLS (Systemic Practices in Relational Reflexivity and Learning Systems) Model of 

Reflexivity in teaching brings many benefits that can spiral out to clients, students, and other 

practitioners.  However, from my lived experience of education systems and interactions with 

other colleagues, I have come to realise that the creation of relationally reflexive spaces 

requires the support and willingness of others within the education system.  This study 

encourages a different way of teaching and learning that brings many dividends but requires a 

shift in emphasis in terms of how knowledge and education are viewed and resourced not just 

in colleges themselves, but by politicians, policymakers and the general public.  From my 

experience of being involved in developing this programme, I have witnessed the value of a 

relational reflexive approach to social care education for my students and my practice.  
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Given this I am encouraged and believe that this model could be incorporated for the benefit 

of other practitioners, clients, professionals, and lecturers in the following areas in the future: 

Social Care Practice and Education  

The statutory registration and movement towards the professionalisation of social care work 

after many years, mean education practices in Ireland are at a juncture.  This is a time of 

transition, of challenges, upheaval but also transformation.  Education providers and social 

care agencies need to be open to providing contexts for systemic relational reflexivity to occur 

in the form of supervision, training, and continuous professional development (CPD).  This 

changing landscape means that this study is both timely and relevant within the future 

education and training of social care workers in Ireland.   

The creation of these learning contexts, however, does not occur in a vacuum but is dependent 

on education being seen not just in terms of knowledge attainment alone, but as a way of 

facilitating the personal and professional development of each learner.  In the future, I hope to 

have many opportunities to help social care students and practitioners enhance their reflexivity 

and their relationships through modules like this one within social care education itself, and 

within training contexts with social care agencies in terms of staff Continuous Professional 

Development. 

Extending to other Education and Care Disciplines  

While this research focused on social care education, from speaking with educators and 

students both nationally and internationally, this model of reflexivity would be useful in a wide 

variety of other teaching and professional domains such as nursing, early years education, 

social work training and the counselling and psychotherapy field. 

Within the field of early years care and education in Ireland, there has recently been some 

developments and agitation in terms of the pay and working conditions of employees in this 

sector.  The recent Professional Award Criteria and Guidelines for Initial Professional 

Education Degree Programmes for the Early Learning and Care Sector in Ireland (Department 

of Education and Skills, 2019) set out key components of early years’ professional practice 

and include personal and professional development through self-reflection as important course 

components. 

Within these contexts, this research is both relevant and timely and I have been involved in the 

re-design of the early years' programmes at my Institute.  With a greater emphasis on reflective 

practice I have been able to adapt the module developed within my research and include it as 

a module Personal Reflection for Practice (PRP) (Appendix H) on our new course curriculum.  
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Having trained as a social worker myself, I can see this module fitting very nicely within social 

work course curriculum.  This module could provide students with a space to be reflexive of 

themselves and their family of origin in preparation for practice especially within child protection 

services where social workers have to continuously strike the balance between the 

safeguarding of clients while also acting as agents of social control at times. 

I hope a more relational and systemic approach to personal and professional development can 

be included within the learning contexts of counselling and psychotherapy training courses in 

the future and I have made connections with some colleges providing counselling and family 

therapy training over the past few years. 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education  

Within this research, there was a change in emphasis in my teaching style that differed to the 

traditional teaching strategies usually adopted in education.  Lots of educationalists embrace 

dialogical thinking and practices within higher education, however, the model developed here 

goes a step further and encourages educators to adopt ongoing relational reflexivity within 

their education practice with students.  This requires a certain honesty, systemic and relational 

reflexivity which needs to occur within the organisation itself, and a willingness by academics 

to question their usual teaching practices and allow individual style and creativity to flourish.   

Nowadays there is a greater emphasis on teaching and learning as a discipline with most 

universities and colleges having a dedicated unit to support lecturers and develop different 

teaching methods.  It is my intention, therefore, to add to this knowledge by sharing with other 

academics my experience of relationally reflexive teaching through presentations in education 

journals and at academic conferences.   

Managers at Academic Institutes  

While this thesis invites social care students and educators to embrace more relationally 

reflexive learning processes in education for practice, from my personal experience the 

creation of such spaces is dependent on systemic factors sometimes outside of their control.  

Political and education systems that demand more and more from lecturers, lead to the 

robotisation of teaching with little space for flexibility or personal reflexivity on practice.  

The model set out here sees the value in providing time and space for academics to be 

reflexive, to engage with colleagues, build networks and not just be transmitters of knowledge 

to students.  It requires a systemic change, a movement away from how education has been 

traditionally viewed and resourced.  It sees students as individual learners, with diverse 

backgrounds and personal stories rather than anonymous faces in the crowd.   
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I hope to inspire managers and others at a national and international level through conference 

presentations and academic publications to view education in higher education differently and 

encourage greater reflexivity on practice for students and lecturers through providing time and 

space within the busy life of college environments.   

My future plans from this research 

This research has taken me to a variety of places, but I am adamant that this journey does not 

stop there.  Instead, I have lots of ideas, some not fully-fledged yet on where my research 

might take me from here.   These include but are not confined to the following:  

• I hope to write a book on preparing social care and social work students for practice 

settings using a relationally reflexive approach within their training.   

• I am keen for other lecturers to consider how this study might alter their teaching 

practices in some contexts and plan to do this by presenting at teaching and learning 

conferences and writing papers for education journals. 

• Following consultations with my colleague Fran Urbistondo Cano and “Making 

Research Count” at the University of Bedfordshire, we plan to provide workshops to 

support workers, social care workers, and social workers incorporating the models we 

developed as part of our doctoral research.   
• At my Institute, we are planning to develop a Masters in Social Work over the next two 

years and I would like to include several modules on reflexive practice within the 

curriculum.  
• I plan to write some papers for journals on topics such as reflexivity, the challenges of 

teaching reflexivity, the impact of this module on social care practice and relational 

reflexivity within the lecturer role. 
• Within an Irish context, I have agreed to submit a paper for a Special Edition on 

systemic education and training for the Feedback Journal (Journal of the Family 

Therapy Association of Ireland) next year.   
• I hope to provide workshops to social care workers, social workers, and others in terms 

of their CPD.  
• I would like to become more involved in teaching family therapy trainees. 
• I want to persuade others within my department to broaden their view of research and 

include first-person inquiry and postmodern methodologies at undergraduate and 

postgraduate levels.   

• I hope to become involved in teaching and supervising doctoral students. 

• I want to encourage students, practitioners and lecturers to see research as something 

that does not have to be separate to their practice, something left for some academics 
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to do, but something that involves inquiring into their everyday lives and activities with 

clients and others.   

A way forward  

For years I had gone from lecture to lecture, investing lots of energy in my teaching but had 

little time to think about what was happening between us in the classroom.  I knew some 

lectures went well and were enjoyable but others were challenging, with time passing slowly 

with few responses from students despite my best efforts to improve student engagement.  

Embarking on this doctoral journey gave me space to think and be reflexive of my practice and 

the education systems I am so immersed in.  It was my “break from the books” where I had 

permission to teach differently, to try things out and see what emerged between us in the 

classroom.  On the journeys to Luton, Ambleside and Yorkshire for PDSP meetings, Spring 

School or Writing Retreats there was time and space to read, write, converse with others and 

develop new ways of thinking about research, teaching and therapy that I had not realised I 

had been so much in need of.  This sense of community meant I was not on my own in my 

practice or my research but had others to talk to and discuss my challenges with while being 

encouraged to take part in activities that I might previously have avoided.  It also gave me time 

to think about education structures and systems, how prescriptive and constraining these can 

be and how despite being surrounded by people in a room or large college it can sometimes 

be a lonely experience.   

The sense of community within organisations is important to cultivate and nourish as without 

this teaching becomes an individualised endeavour where curiosity and creativity are stifled.  

Having spaces for reflexivity is one aspect of this but so too are common social spaces where 

there is time for teams and groups to meet, to chat and develop relationships with each other.  

While I studied hard and wrote lots, I had the luxury of space and time and benefitted from the 

casual discussions over dinner with my cohort, tutors, supervisors, and guests to the doctoral 

programme.  This gave me a sense of a systemic community that I know I will miss when this 

research process ends and means that I will need to create other communities, some as a 

result of this research, that will further expand my knowledge, personal and professional 

development.  If systemic relational reflexive spaces are to be created within education, 

lecturers and students need to feel they have time and space to be reflexive but also a 

community to be relationally reflexive within.   
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Rosi Braidotti (2013, p.11) speaks of her dream of creating such learning communities: 

“It was and still is the dream of actually constituting communities of learning: 
schools, universities, books and curricula, debating societies, theatre, radio, 
television and media programmes – and later, websites and computer 
environments- that look like the society they both reflect, serve and help to 
construct”  

In this thesis, I have set out a model of relational reflexivity that can be used by other educators 

who believe this form of reflexivity has merits in preparing students for practice contexts when 

they graduate.  For students to be more relationally reflexive, teaching styles and education 

processes also need to change.  Old ways of doing things will no longer suffice and education 

and political systems will need to understand that relational teaching and learning demands 

more than packed lecture halls with the lecturer holding all responsibility for the learning.  In 

this fast society where everything is instant, it can feel like being on an academic treadmill.  

But it is important to claim some space to think, to find time to build connections with others 

and develop a sense of community between students and educators.  The benefits of such 

processes will result in the professional development of students and lecturers but also lead 

to the growth of such learning communities within higher education.  
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Appendix A: Application for Ethical Approval  

Institute of Applied Social Research 

Application for Ethical Approval for a Research Project involving Primary Research  

ALL PROPOSALS: 

Name: Karen Leonard 

Contact email/phone:   

Date: 15th February 2017 

Title of Proposal: 

Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care 

 education. 

 

Anticipated Start Date: of Project: Sept 2016 of fieldwork: Sept 2017 

Anticipated Duration of project: 5 years  2016-2021 

Is the project to be externally funded? YES  NO  X 

 

UNDERGRADUATE AND POSTGRADUATE STUDENT PROPOSALS: 

Supervisor Name: 
Dr Lisen Kebbe 

Dr Gail Simon 

Award studied for: Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice 

STAFF PROPOSALS:  

Department:  

Role/Job Title:  

Principal Investigator:  

What are the key aims or objectives of your research? (provide a brief summary in bullet points) 
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Aim: To evaluate the usefulness of group self-reflexivity processes and develop a framework for 
relational reflective practice in social care education. 

Objectives:  

1. To ascertain how social care education might develop different learning processes to facilitate 
students to engage in self-reflexivity to equip them for their work with vulnerable clients.   

2. To explore what difference involvement in this process brings to the practice of the student 
when preparing to go on placement or for working in the social care sector. 

3. To investigate how involvement in this process might impact on my practice as a lecturer that 
might inform my teaching and practice with social care students in the future. 

4. To make recommendations on a potential framework for learning that could be included and 
developed in future teaching or training modules in social care. 

What is the key question your research will address? 

The research will focus on how social care education might develop different learning processes to 
facilitate students to engage in self-reflexivity to equip them more effectively for their work with 
vulnerable clients.  The mechanisms and format for such learning will be investigated to make some 
recommendations for future social care education and practice. 

Who is your target group or sample? 

Social care students 1st to 4th year on BA (Hons.) in Applied Social Studies in Social Care and BA 
(Hons.) in Social Care Practice at XXXXX 

What data collection methods will you use? 

A First-Person Action Research Method of Inquiry will be used in this study whereby students will be 
asked for written and verbal feedback throughout and at the end of the group process.  The delivery of 
this group (and subsequent groups) will be adapted based on this feedback, and the lecturer (researcher) 
experience of the process will be documented using videotapes, field notes and her reflexive journal.  
Data will be collected using videotape recordings, feedback sheets, field notes, reflexive journals 
(researcher) and student diary entries on Student Diary Pro.  Student Diary Pro is a diary-like activity 
within the college virtual learning platform known as MOODLE (like Blackboard).  Once Student Diary 
Pro is set up, the student uploads diary entries at various intervals throughout the semester and the 
dedicated lecturer gives formative feedback on a sample of these entries.  At the end of the semester, 
the student uploads a final document of their edited diary entries for assessment purposes which are 
marked by the lecturer attached to the module. 

Currently, the Placement Preparation module uses Student Diary Pro as a means for students to display 
evidence that they have demonstrated certain competencies (relating to the professional social care 
worker role) during placement preparation classes and while on their placement. 

In the module currently, a student at the end of their placement uploads a final assessment document 
detailing these competencies and the lecturer attached to the module awards a mark (out of 50%) for 
this piece of work.  The other 50% for the assessment comes from a pass/fail grade that the Placement 
Supervisor awards the student based their experience of the student while on placement at their agency. 
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For this research, there will be a focus on different themes that those discussed in the current format.  
The emphasis will be on the experiences of the student in different contexts (family, caring, cultural) 
and how these experiences might impact on their professional development and practice as a social care 
worker on placement and in the future.   The competencies will be adapted and the requirements for the 
entries on Student Diary Pro will encourage the student to be more self-reflexive in their submissions 
than currently is the case.  Currently, students return to college mid-way through their placement for a 
Placement Review Day.  Research Participants will also meet with me on this occasion and in the 
following semester, to explore their learning and ideas from the research at different stages of their 
learning journey-before placement, during placement, after placement and a few months later.  The 
meeting in the following semester may occur in the group context again or through individual interviews. 
I will keep a Reflexive Journal and Fieldnotes to engage in self-reflexivity on the group learning process 
and to help me consider how frameworks for education might be developed. 

Answer the following questions by checking ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and supplying any additional 
information as required 

1) Does the study involve children (anyone under 18 years), vulnerable participants or those who 
are unable to give informed consent? [Please consult the notes on researching with children 
and young people and the list of those who may be considered ‘vulnerable’ at the end of this 
form before completing] 

YES    NO X 

• If YES: Explain what steps will be taken to ensure that participants understand what 
participation will mean 

• If YES: Have/will researchers been DBS checked? (obligatory) 

YES    NO  

• If you are researching with children/young people, what is your target age group? 

2) From whom will consent be sought and how is consent to be given? (it is anticipated that 
written consent will be sought in most circumstances) 

Students who will be taking the module Placement Preparation will be asked if they would like to take 
part in a research group.  I will speak to the students in a classroom setting and outline the aims of the 
research using the Information Sheet.  Students will be given a day to consider if they would like to take 
part.  I will return to the classroom at a specified time and ask those interested to sign the consent form.   

Is participation voluntary? 

YES, X   NO 

3) Will it be necessary for participants to be involved without consent? (e.g. covert observation 
in public places) 

YES    NO X 

4) Will the study make use of gatekeeper(s) to access participants? 

YES    NO X 
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5) Will the study include participants or involve accessing information or case files pertaining to 
those who are part of your client group, caseload or with whom you are working? 

YES    NO X 

• If YES: How will you obtain their consent to use information about them, access their 
files or otherwise participate? 

6) Will the study be exploring ‘sensitive’ topics? [Please consult the list of what may constitute a 
‘sensitive’ topic given at the end of this form]  

  YES    NO  UNSURE   X  

It is a possibility that as part of the learning process a student may discuss some issues that they are 
sensitive about or experiences they have that were challenging for them in different contexts-school, 
family, friends, work, placement.  If this happens the group will be reminded of the importance of 
confidentiality.  The student will be asked if they wish to leave that meeting and I will meet with them 
after the group meeting at an appointed time that day to ascertain that they are okay.  Should the student 
need support on personal or family matters, they will be encouraged to go to the Student Resource Centre 
on campus where they can access support through counselling, medical, and chaplaincy services.  
Details of these contacts will be given to the student at that point and are also included in the Information 
Sheet.  The student will be reminded that they may withdraw from the group and attend Placement 
Preparation in the current format. 

7) Will the research investigate involvement in any illegal activity? 

  YES    NO X 

8) Will any incentives or rewards be offered for participation? 

YES    NO X 

• If YES: Explain the nature of the incentives or rewards 

9) Is the research likely to cause any distress to participants? 

YES    NO  UNSURE X 

There is a possibility that a student while reflecting on different life experiences they have had in 
different contexts, might become upset.  If this happens the group will be reminded of the importance 
of confidentiality.  The student will be asked if they wish to leave that meeting and I will meet with 
them after the group meeting at an appointed time that day to ascertain that they are okay.  Should the 
student need support on personal or family matters they will be encouraged to go to the Student Resource 
Centre on campus where they can access support through counselling, medical, and chaplaincy services.  
Details of these contacts will be given to the student at that point and are also included in the Information 
Sheet.  The student will be reminded that they may withdraw from the group and attend Placement 
Preparation in the current format. 

10) Will arrangements be made to support participants after their involvement? 

in fieldwork if necessary? 
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 YES, X   NO  

• If YES: Please explain the nature of the arrangement 

In the unlikely event that a participant needs support during or after the research process, in keeping 
with any other course module the student will be encouraged to attend the XXXXXX Student Resource 
Centre for support.  This service consists of career adviser, disability supports, a college chaplain, 
counselling services and medical support (nurse and GPs) onsite which is available to all students.  
Details of this support service will be provided on the Information Sheet. 

Will the research involve intrusive interventions? (e.g. provision of drugs to participants, hypnosis, 
physical exercise, blood or tissue sampling) 

YES    NO X 

11) Will the research involve any participants from the NHS (patients or staff)? 

YES    NO X 

N.B. If you have answered YES to this question you MUST additionally submit your proposal to 
the National Health Service Local Research Ethics Committee through NHS procedures 

12) Will the study involve clients or workers of a Local Authority? 

YES    NO X 

N.B. If you have answered YES to this question you should additionally seek the permission of 
the relevant Local Authority Research Governance Committee 

13) Will ethical approval for the project be sought from any other source?  Please note that 
consent and ethical approval must be obtained from any organisation involved in the research. 

YES, X   NO  

Ethical Approval will be sought from the XXXXXXX Ethics Committee also.  Ethical Approval will 
be sought from IASREC at the University of Bedfordshire first and if approval is given ethical approval 
will then be sought from XXXXX Ethics Committee.  A Letter of Agreement from the Head of 
Department XXXXXXXX is being forwarded to the person below to accompany this application in 
advance of the formal ethical processes at both third level institutes. 

If you have answered YES to this question please give details and forward the letter of XXXXXXXXXX 

Summarise below any ethical issues involved in your proposed research and state how you intend to 
address them, paying particular attention to any of the questions to which you have answered ‘yes’ 
above. Provide as much detail as you can about your project here.  If your research involves fieldwork 
with human subjects provide details of: 

o how you will gain informed consent,  

o how will you ensure confidentiality and deal with disclosures of serious harm or 
illegal activity?  (Please note that there is a presumption of a requirement of individual 
and organisation confidentiality other than where disclosure is required in the event of 
serious harm or illegal activity.  This presumption can only be overturned with the 
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explicit and informed consent of participants and where the rationales for 
identification, and the potential risks, are fully addressed in the ethical application.), 

o how you will inform participants about the purpose of the research and dissemination 
of findings, who will have access to the data,  

o what risks do you see to researchers, participants and participating organisations 
(physical and reputational) and what steps will be taken to mitigate these risks? 

o what mechanisms you will employ to enable participants to withdraw from the 
research if they should wish to do so.  It may in some circumstances be appropriate to 
impose time limitations on the right to withdraw, but in that event, you should indicate 
what considerations you have taken into account when determining those limits. 

o how you will store the data and what you will do with it on completion of the project.  
Data may be retained after the completion of the project, but where it is proposed to 
do so, you should indicate the purpose of retention – for instance, subsequent re-
analysis, as a baseline for future comparative or complementary research, or to allow 
other researchers in the field access to the raw data in anonymised form. In the event 
that you intend to retain data for such purpose.  Data should only be held beyond the 
life of the current research project with participant consent and where such retention is 
intended, participants should be made aware of that possibility through information 
sheets and consent forms. 

[NB. If it is envisaged that data will be processed outside of the research team (e.g. external 
transcribers) a confidentiality agreement may be required.] 

Ethical Issues  

One of the main ethical issues to be aware of when researching this is that there may be an imbalance 
of power between lecturer and student.  This concern is being addressed in several ways: Students will 
not be pressurised to take part in the research.  At the outset, the purpose of the research will be explained 
clearly to them and an Information Sheet supplied.  Prospective participants may feel uncomfortable 
saying ‘no’ to a lecturer in a face to face situation so to ensure voluntary participation students will be 
given one day to consider whether they want to become involved in the research.  They will be asked to 
sign a consent form if they agree to take part and the researcher will return to one of their classes at a 
specified time the following day to collect the forms and answer any outstanding questions. 

Students that do not wish to take part will not be disadvantaged and the Placement Preparation module 
in the existing format will be delivered to them.  Participants will be allowed to opt-out of the research 
group at any stage if they wish to and attend the regular classes.  However, they will be reminded of the 
importance of confidentiality regarding matters discussed by other participants in the group and their 
commitment to this at the outset of the group. 

In addition to these issues, there may be an ethical concern regarding the potential for bias when a 
lecturer/researcher is also the person who is marking the student’s assessment for a particular module. 

Currently, I deliver and mark the module entitled Placement Preparation to social care students in Year 
1, Year 2, and Year 3.  This involves giving the student ongoing feedback on their diary entries which 
they upload onto Student Diary Pro (virtual learning platform) before and while they are on placement.  
This feedback is formative only in that they do not receive a mark for the entries at that stage.   Students 
can edit their diary entries based on this feedback.  Towards the end of the placement, a student uploads 
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a Final Assessment Document of all their diary entries which I then mark.  As the students are uploading 
diary entries and giving particular information about themselves that makes them identifiable, it is not 
possible to not identify them within the assessment process. 

Therefore, as is the practice when delivering any module of this nature, I will take the following 
precautions: 

a) Set out clear written assessment guidelines at the beginning of the module (students are 
provided with a Placement Assessment Handbook and Assessment Matrix). 

b) Provide the External Examiner with a sample of the assessments (10% of the sample as per 
the National Academic Assessment Standards for her review). 

In addition to this existing practice, for this research, I will exercise ongoing self-awareness regarding 
the possibility of bias and to guarantee equity and fairness in marking, I will ask another lecturer to 
double mark the particular assessment(s) and give the External Examiner the assessment(s) to review 
the marking of it.  

Confidentiality 

Students will be informed at the outset that this group will focus on their own personal and professional 
development as future social care workers.  Therefore, issues and experiences that are discussed by 
individual group members or me as part of the process will not be discussed outside the group setting 
verbally, by electronic means, or through use of social media.  In keeping with principles of safe practice, 
there are limits to confidentiality that relate to the safety of students, children and service users of social 
care agencies.  Specifically, should a student make a disclosure regarding child protection or the safe 
practice of vulnerable adults, these will be dealt with by use of the usual Institute Policies (HSE, 2014, 
XXXXX Child Protection Policy, 2012, Children First Guidance, DCYA, 2017).  Likewise, should a 
student indicate that they are experiencing personal or family issues they will be encouraged by the 
researcher to contact the XXXXX Student Resource Centre for support.  This information will be 
provided to them on the Information Sheet. 

In keeping with general group facilitation principles, special attention will be given to a discussion on a 
group contract at the beginning of the process that sets out clear group rules and boundaries 
(confidentiality, respect, use of technology etc.).  Group members will be informed of the importance 
of confidentiality, the limits of confidentiality and reminded of their agreement to this when they signed 
the Consent Form.  If a professional typist is used to transcribe the video recordings he/she will work 
outside the college environment and will be asked to sign a contract ensuring confidentiality regarding 
the material. 

Storage 

Transcripts will be stored on a password-protected file on my computer.  All transcripts will be coded 
so no names will appear on them.   Concerning the videotapes, it is a possibility that the research 
supervisors may wish to view them to help with the research analysis.  If this is the case, the electronic 
files will be shared by sending the supervisor a dropbox link that will be password protected.  With 
regard to the data, electronic files of video recordings, diary entries and research findings will be stored 
on the researcher’s computer and will be password-protected.  Feedback sheets, hard copies of student 
diary entries and transcripts as well as notes on research findings, will be stored in a locked cabinet.  All 
material both hard and soft versions will be disposed of no later than 21st September 2021.  
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Anonymising of Material  

In relation to the Student Diary Pro, while the placement supervisor does not mark the assessment, 
he/she does currently sign off on all of the competencies that the student has demonstrated and written 
about in the final assessment.  For the purpose of this research, students are engaging in a more self-
reflexive process and the competencies will be adapted to be more self-reflexive.  For this reason, the 
student will upload diary entries as usual onto SDP, but the Placement Supervisor will not view the diary 
entries or the final document.  When students are uploading their diary entries on MOODLE their names 
are attached to their diary entries. However, in the research process once a diary entry is to be kept for 
research purposes this entry will be printed off the computer, anonymised and stored in a locked cabinet.  

Applicant declaration 

I understand that I cannot begin any fieldwork until the application referred to in this form has 
been approved by all relevant parties. I agree to carry out the research in the manner specified. 
If I make any changes to the approved method, I will seek further ethical approval for any 
changes 

 

Signed (Applicant): ……………………………………………………    Date: ……………… 

 

Signature of Supervisor/ Director of Studies (N.B. This is NOT required for staff applications)  

 

….……………………………………………………………………  Date: ……………… 

 

 

Note to Supervisors: Signing this form certifies that in your opinion, the project described here is ethical 
under Departmental and SRA guidelines. Do NOT sign if you are unsure or if the student has not attached 
complete details of the research design and methodology 

SUBMISSION OF APPLICATIONS 

Please save this form as word document using the following convention: 

Applicantsurname_IASRECapp_MMMYY.doc (e.g. Smith_IASRECapp_NOV14 and send to:  
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Appendix B:  Ethical Approval 

 XXXXX Institute & University of Bedfordshire Ethics Committees 

University of Bedfordshire 
Institute of Applied Social Research 

Dept of Applied Social Studies 
Park Square Luton 
FAO: Karen Leonard 

Ref: IASR_20/16       5th May 2017 

Dear Karen 

Re: IASREC Application: 

Project Title: Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care education 

The Ethics Committee of the Institute of Applied Social Research has considered your application and 
is happy to inform you that the proposed research project should be approved. This project will not 
require UREC approval.  Please note that if it becomes necessary to make any substantive change to 
the research design, the sampling approach or the data collection methods a further application will 
be required. 

If the proposed work involves users or providers of any local authority service (this includes some 
education, pre-school and care establishments) you will additionally need approval from the relevant 
Local Authority.  If the project involves users of providers of health services approval will also be 
required from the relevant NHS Research Ethics Committee. 

In all cases, it is your responsibility to ensure that you are in possession of proof of all necessary 
authorisations before any fieldwork commences. 

Yours sincerely  

XXXXXXXX 

Chair IASREC 
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XXXXX Research Ethics Committee 

 

To: Karen Leonard 

From:    XXXXXX, Chair Research Ethics Committee, xxxxx 

Date: 31 May 2017 

 

Re:  Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care education 
 

 

Dear Karen 
 
The committee reviewed the above application at its meeting on 26th May 2017 
 
The committee are happy to grant ethical approval subject to the following 
recommendations/clarification: 
 
The project was presented very well.  There was one small suggestion for the use of recording over 
video as proposed in the application. 
 
We wish you every success with your research. 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

 

Kind Regards 

 
 
CHAIR 
XXXXX Research Ethics Committee 
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Appendix C: Information Sheet for Participants  

 
11th September 2017 
         v.1  

Title of Project: Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care 
education. 

Dear student 
I am inviting you as part of your studies to become involved in some research I am doing for my 
Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice at the University of Bedfordshire.  This Participant 
Information Sheet will tell you about the purpose, risks and benefits of this research study so you can 
decide if this is something, you would like to be part of.  Please take as much time as you need to read 
it.  You should only consent to participate in this research study when you understand what is being 
asked of you and you have enough time to think about your decision.  If you would like to take part, I 
will ask you to sign the Consent Form. 
 
What is this research about? 
The study aims to examine ways in which social care education can be adapted to encourage students 
to reflect more on themselves and their life experiences to improve their practice with clients.  Through 
the use of a group learning process, I hope to develop a teaching model that can be used in social care 
training and education in the future. 
 
Why am I being asked to take part?  
You are being invited to take part, as you are a (third) year student who will be going on placement 
soon and due to take the Placement Preparation module with me.  It is up to you to decide whether 
you would like to be part of it.  If you decide not to take part or withdraw from the process, you will 
be able to attend the Placement Preparation class in the usual way. 
 
What will happen if I decide to take part?   
If you decide to become involved, you will take part in a smaller learning group than usual format (10-
15 students).  The method I will be using is Reflexive Inquiry.  This means I have themes for the sessions 
that we will discuss in the group and we will reflect on what comes up for us during and after the 
session through the use of our reflexive diaries.  To help me gather this information you will be asked 
for your feedback throughout the group process and by filling out Feedback Sheets and through the 
diary entries you upload on Student Diary Pro.  During the group itself, you will have the right to 
contribute when you wish to do so, but you also have the right to be silent if you wish at various 
intervals.  I will hold a follow-up meeting with you as part of the Placement Review Day in December 
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and the second semester with the group or with individual students that have been involved in the 
research. 
 
What are the benefits for me in taking part? 
You will have the opportunity to participate in a smaller learning group that should help you in terms 
of your personal and professional development in preparation for work with clients.  You will 
experience a different teaching style than usual, and you will also be contributing to a model of learning 
and reflection that may be used in future social education and training. 
 
What are the risks to me if I do take part? 
There is a small chance that as you reflect more on yourself some personal issues may come up for 
you.  If this does happen, I will encourage you to look for support through the Student Resource Centre 
on XXXXIf you would like to speak with a College Counsellor, they can be contacted by emailing xxxxxx 
or through the Institute Health Centre (xxxx).  If you have any concerns or complaints about this 
research process you should address these to me in the first instance, at kleonard  If you have cause 
for concern you can speak to the Head of Department Oliver Hegarty  at ohegarty “ait.ie or if it is about 
the research, my research supervisor Dr Gail Simon at gail.simon@beds.ac.uk If you  wish to contact 
somebody independent and in confidence, you may contact the Chairperson of the Institute Research 
Ethics Committee c/o Office of the Vice President for Research at  
How will my privacy be protected? 
The information that I collect about you will be kept confidential apart from concerns regarding child 
protection, your safety or the care of vulnerable adults.  These concerns will be dealt with in terms of 
the Institute policies and relevant statutory procedures in place (       Child Protection Policy, Children 
First Guidance, DCYA, 2017, HSE, 2014).  
 
I will make videotapes of the group meetings from which transcripts will be typed up.  If I use a 
professional typist, I will make sure he/she works outside the college and that they sign a 
confidentiality agreement regarding the content and use of information relating to participants.  My 
supervisors may wish to review the videotapes to help me with my analysis, but they will also be bound 
by confidentiality.   As is usual for this module you will be asked to upload diary entries onto Student 
Diary Pro, but your Placement Supervisor will not have access to them.  If I use excerpts from your 
diary entries, or feedback sheets in my research, no names or identifying information will appear.  All 
documents, videotapes and diary entries will be password-protected if stored electronically and hard 
copies will be stored in a locked cabinet and disposed of no later than September 21st, 2021. 
 
If you have any questions or need clarification on any matter feel free to contact me on 0906471874 
or by email kleonard@ait.ie  If this is a group you would like to be involved, in I will collect the signed 
forms tomorrow at the specified class time. 
Thank you for taking the time to read this. 
 
Signed___________________________ 
Karen Leonard 

Student on Professional Doctorate in Systemic Practice 

 

mailto:kleonard@ait.ie
mailto:gail.simon@beds.ac.uk
mailto:kleonard@ait.ie
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Appendix D:   Consent Form for Participants  

         
Centre Number: 
Study Number: 
Participant Identification Number: 
 

Title of Project: Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care 
education. 

    CONSENT FORM 

Please Initial Box  

1.  I confirm that I have read the Information Sheet dated_______version___ 

for the above study and have had the opportunity to ask questions.                □ 

2. I am satisfied that I understand the information provided and have had  
enough time to consider the information.      □  

3. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw  

at any time, without giving any reason, without being disadvantaged.   □  
4. I agree to take part in the above study.       □  

5. I agree that I will keep all information relating to other persons discussed 

 within the group confidential.         □ 

6. I understand confidentiality cannot be guaranteed by the researcher if   
 concerns regarding the personal safety of children, students or 

 vulnerable adults are disclosed in the group setting    □ 

 
____________________ ________________  _________________________ 

Name of Participant   Date     Signature 

____________________ ________________  _________________________ 

Researcher   Date     Signature 
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Appendix E: Excerpt from Traditional Placement Preparation Module 

Assessment  

INSTITUTE NAME  
 

 

 

PLACEMENT ASSESSMENT 
HANDBOOK 

 

BA (ORDINARY) IN APPLIED SOCIAL 
STUDIES IN SOCIAL CARE DEGREE  

(LEVEL 7) YEAR: 3 
Academic Year 2016/17 
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Module Learning Outcomes  
On completion of this module the student should be able to: 

• Work autonomously and responsibly recognising their competency level through 
professional supervision.  Develop an awareness of self and personal strengths or 
areas for improvement and take appropriate action when directed to do so by the 
supervisor. 

• Assess the policies and procedures of the placement agency and reflect on their 
professional identity as a future social care worker. 

• Recognise and evaluate the interventions used within the agency.  Identify issues 
relating to behaviour that is challenging in the setting and observe how to deal with 
these and take appropriate action themselves where appropriate. 

• Link theoretical material in a range of areas with practice experience paying attention 
to communication, both in the context of teamwork and relationship-building with 
service users. 

• Use models of reflection to make sense of the practice experiences they are gaining 
on placement. Become aware of fears and stereotypes or prejudices that they may hold 
and deal with them appropriately as they arise. 

Guide to Completing the Student Diary Pro  
• Upload answers to reflective questions, based on the listed core competences.  You 

should choose five out of the nine competencies listed to reflect on only.  Choose 
competencies that are most relevant to your professional development in your 
placement agency.   

• One of the five reflections (300 words MAX) must be on pre-placement preparation 
and organisational skills.  This reflection will be submitted before you go on 
placement.  Date to be advised on MOODLE. 

• Submit four more entries during your placement reflecting on 4 additional 
competencies reached (4x 300 words MAX). 

• You will receive feedback from your Placement Preparation Lecturer during the 
placement, once after your first diary entry and then while on placement. 

• You must upload a pdf version of your five, student diary pro entries to Moodle.  Date 
to be advised. 

NB These entries must be accompanied by the signed student and supervisor 
declarations or will be considered incomplete (late) submissions. 

• These will be sent to the Placement Officer to keep on your file. 
• Penalties for late submission will apply as per the Student Handbook (website 

address) 
• Breakdown of marks currently is 50:50 between placement pass/fail mark and student 

diary pro mark.  A matrix on the assessment of SDP is provided below. 
 

Outline of competences and assessment tasks  
The questions outlined below, are intended to prompt critical thinking and reflection. Additional 
prompts will be discussed in class. 
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Pre-Placement Preparation  
Students are mandated to attend the pre-placement preparation classes provided before 
seeking and going on placement. Work undertaken in these sessions form part of the final 
portfolio and should demonstrate overall learning. 

Competencies list:  Organisational skills   

Prompt questions  

Have you carried out any research on your agency? The general profile of the service user? 

Can you list your main work responsibilities? Have you thought about the skills/competencies 
that you have that will suit this agency or the skills that you hope to work on in this new setting? 

Professional Supervision  

Students should work autonomously and responsibly recognising their competency level 
through professional supervision while developing an awareness of self and personal strengths 
or areas for improvement and take appropriate action when directed to do so by a supervisor. 

Competencies list: Engagement in supervision, self-awareness, autonomy, and 
accountability 

Prompt questions 

How have you prepared for professional supervision? Have you identified incidents or issues 
that you need to discuss as part of your supervision session? 

What have you learned from your supervision session?  Can you give an example of how you 
have developed in terms of your self-awareness? 

Policies and procedures  
The student should assess the policies and procedures of the placement agency and reflect 
on their professional identity. 

Competencies list: Review of policies and legislation, review of ethical standards or 
guidelines. 

Prompt questions 

If you have examined the agency policies, procedures, and guidelines, can you identify how 
your practice has been informed by them? 

Can you identify broader guidelines that are pertinent to your agency e.g. Children’s First 
document, HIQA standards etc.?  Have you discussed policy and procedures with your 
supervisor or other staff –What have you learned from that discussion? 

Agency Interventions  
Recognise and evaluate the interventions used within the agency. Identify issues relating to 

behaviour that is challenging in the setting and observe how to deal with them or take 

appropriate action themselves where appropriate. 
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Competencies list: Observational skills- identify triggers concerning behaviour that is 
challenging.  The ability to divert potential incidents of behaviour that may be considered 
challenging. 

Prompt questions 

Have you observed incidents of behaviour that are challenging? If so describe and reflect on 
your experience (identify future actions and learning) 

Can you identify or have you identified triggers in relation to behaviour that challenged? 

Would you have been able to address such behaviour or offer solutions in terms of dealing 
with behaviour that is challenging? 

Have you identified worries or fears or anxiety within yourself at times where behaviour that is 
challenging is being displayed? 

Communication  

Link theoretical material in a range of areas with practice experience paying particular attention 
to communication, both in the context of teamwork and relationship-building with service users. 

Competencies list: The ability to communicate effectively with an individual who uses the 
service.  The ability to work one to one or in groups with an individual in the agency.  
Development of observational skills. 

Prompt questions 

How have your skills of observation come in useful?  Have they improved?  How are they 
beneficial to the individual using the service and other staff in the agency? 

Have you developed skills in terms of interacting with and relationship building with the 
individuals in the services –are you engaged in a piece of work or intervention with this group? 

Do you work one to one or in groups –can you lead a group –how do you feel about these 
interactions? 

Reflection 
Use models of reflection to make sense of the practice experiences they are gaining on 
placement.  Become aware of fears and stereotypes or prejudices that they may hold and deal 
with them appropriately as they arise. 

Competencies list: Identify your prejudices and fears.  Display the ability to use at least one 
model for reflection. 

Prompt questions 

Have you identified your prejudices or worries?  Have you worked through an issue using a 
reflection model? 

Have you discussed your reflections in supervision sessions over the placement –What did 
you learn about yourself in terms of your practice? 
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Appendix F: Placement Assessment Handbook for an Alternative 

Relationally Reflexive Module of Placement Preparation (Research) 

 

Academic Institute  

FACULTY OF SCIENCE AND HEALTH 

SEMESTER 1 EXAMINATIONS 2017/18 

 
                                               

 

 

 

   

  BA (Ordinary) in Applied Social Studies in Social Care  

     Year 3  

 

   Applied Placement 3 (Research Group)  

 

  Internal Examiner(s):  Ms Karen Leonard   

  External Examiner:  Ms Judy Doyle  
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Outline of Reflection and Assessment tasks  
The exercises outlined below, are intended to help you be reflexive of yourself, your family and 

your life experiences and in addition to the classes, are designed to help you reflect more on 

how your own experiences might impact on your work with clients on placement and in future 

social care work.  Please feel free to seek clarity from me on any aspect of the assessment 

task. 

  Reflection One: My own Experiences of Caring and Caring for others 

Based on your experience of this session, reflect, and write your diary entry on what aspect of 

it appealed to you most.  You might also consider reflecting on your own experiences of caring 

and how these might impact on your training or practice as a social care worker (Maximum 
200 words). 

Date of submission: To be able to reflect effectively on what you experienced, it is best that 

you write up the reflection the same day or as soon as possible after the group session.  

   Reflection Two: Experience of Family (1) 

Based on the above session, write a diary entry, and reflect on what it was like for you to 

construct your genogram and share some information about your family with others.  Also, 

reflect on how the mapping of your genogram might impact on your work with clients in the 

future (Maximum 200 words). 

Date of submission: To be able to reflect effectively on what you experienced, it is best that 

you write up the reflection the same day or as soon as possible after the group session.  

Reflection Three: Experience of Family (2) 

Based on the above session write a reflection (diary entry) on your awareness of the role you 

play (or played) in your family.  Consider if you play this role in your other relationships and 

your work with clients (Maximum 200 words). 

Date of submission: To be able to reflect effectively on what you experienced, it is best that 

you write up the reflection the same day or as soon as possible after the group session.  

   Reflection Four: Appreciation and Prejudice 

From the session, today on the GGRRAAACCEEESSS, write a reflection on which of them 

you think is most important in terms of your view of yourself.  Similarly, identify and reflect on 

what aspect of them is least relevant to you in terms of your view of yourself (Maximum 200 
words).   
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Date of submission: To be able to reflect effectively on what you experienced, it is best that 

you write up the reflection the same day or as soon as possible after the group session. 

  Reflection Five: Appreciation and Prejudice in Practice (on placement) 

Regarding the GGRRAAACCEEESSS, write a reflection on a time during your placement 

when you found it easy to make a connection with a client/client.  Reflect on what helped you 

do this. 

Likewise, reflect on a time when you have found it difficult to make a connection with a client.  

Discuss what might have got in the way of you connecting with them, and how you dealt with 

this (Maximum 300 words).  

Date of Submission:   No later than the end of Week 10 

 Reflection Six: Relational Reflexivity and Social Care Practice (on placement) 

Having had some time to explore your own experiences of caring, family life, and differences 

as part of the group process before going on placement, write a reflection and give ONE 

example of how this process impacted on your work with clients while you were on placement 

(Maximum 400 words).   

Date of Submission:   No later than the end of Week 11 

Guide to completing the Student Diary Pro  
• To gain the most out of the process you should upload your first four reflections as soon 

as possible after the class group session. 
• As the researcher, I will also be reflecting on these sessions using my own 

diary/fieldwork notes and video/audio tapes. 
• The additional two diary entries should be uploaded while you are on placement, and 

no later than the end of Week 10 and Week 11. 
• You should upload six diary entries in total (Total 1,500 words MAXIMUM). 
• You will receive feedback on your diary entries at regular intervals throughout the 

module. 
• You should upload the Final Assessment Document as Word/PDF file with your 

student number only and no other identifiable information through MOODLE on the 
Submission Date. 

• As these are more personal reflections than in previous placement preparation 
modules you have undertaken, you do not need to share your diary entries with your 
placement supervisor or ask them to sign the Declaration Forms to that effect. 

• A selection of the final assessment documents will be anonymised and reviewed by the 
External Examiner. 

• Final Submission Date: Week 12  
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Appendix G: Participant Feedback Sheet 

          
      
Title of Project: Creating spaces for relational reflexivity within social care 
education. 

Dear Participant  

As part of the research for the project above, I am interested in hearing about how you think this 
group is going for you.   

I would like you to answer the following questions in terms of your experience of being part of this 
group today: 

1. What ideas/thoughts or parts of the discussion stood out for you during the group meeting 
today? 

 

 

2. Is there anything that you found particularly useful to you that you would like more of? 
 

 

3. Is there anything you found unhelpful to you that might be left out in the future? 
 

 

4. Were there particular aspects that you found helped you reflect more on yourself as a social 
care student? 

 

 

5. Are there aspects that might be included in the future that might help you reflect on yourself 
more effectively as a social care student? 

 

 

Thank you for your feedback and input to date. 

Karen Leonard 
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Appendix H: Draft Module for BA (Ordinary) in Early Years Care and 

Education (Level 7), Institute, 2021-22.  

Full Title Personal Reflection for Practice (PRP) 

Department: Social Sciences      Credits: 5 

Start Term: Academic Year 2021-2022 
Author(s): Karen Leonard 
 
Description 
This module aims to enhance the student's ability to be reflexive of themselves, their 
family, and their life experiences in preparation for their practice as early years 
educators.  It aims to assist them to express comprehensive, internalised, personal, 
and professional views of the world while manifesting their solidarity with others at 
personal, professional, familial, societal, and environmental levels relevant to early 
years’ practice. 

Learning Outcomes 
On completion of this module the learner will/should be able to: 

1. 
Demonstrate the value of personal and professional development in relation to their 
personal values and life experience and relate these to their professional practice. 

2. 
Reflect on the significance of family, social, cultural, and environmental factors on their 
professional development and their relationships with children, parents, and 
practitioners within an early year’s context. 

3. 
Show an ability to be reflexive of themselves, their life experiences and their 
interactions with children and others in early years education settings.  

4. 
Demonstrate the ability to build and maintain reciprocal, responsive, and respectful 
relationships with children while being reflexive of their use of self in these interactions. 

Teaching and Learning Strategies 
The class will be divided into closed groups of a maximum of 15 members conducted 
in two-hour blocks.  The teaching style will be collaborative, dialogical, and inclusive in 
nature.  The group process will incorporate discussion and the use of activities to 
facilitate the personal reflection of self and their professional practice.  Students will be 
expected to engage in self-reflection within the groups and after each session and 
while on placement by writing a reflective journal. 

Module Assessment Strategies 
Reflective Journal 
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Indicative Syllabus 
 
Creating a Reflective Space and Group Process. 

Group Expectations-Group Contract, Confidentiality, Boundaries, Commitment. 

Use of Self, Self-Reflection, Self Awareness, Relational Reflective Practice. 

Experiences of Care and Caring for Others 

Maps of Caring, Self-Care for practice.  

Experiences of Education- 
Personal experiences of early years, primary, secondary school. 

Impact of education experience on their practice as an early years’ educator. 

Family Experiences 

Roles and relationships within their family. 

Use of a genogram to map family relationships. 

Motivation for a career in early years care and education.  

Impact on their practice with parents and children in the early years. 

Appreciation and Prejudice of Difference  
Self-Reflection on personal identity, attitudes, and social differences.  

Use of the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS. 

Appreciation and Prejudice in Early Years Practice 

Personal attitudes and experiences of diversity with a reflection on these within early 
years contexts (on placement).  

Embracing diversity within the early years while developing cultural competence.   

Personal Experience of Gender and Culture with application to the early years' 
sector. 

Coursework & Assessment Breakdown 
 

 
Title Type Form Percent Week 

Learning 
Outcomes 
Assessed 

 
Reflective 
Journal 

Continuous 
Assessment 

Assignment 100 % Week 
20 

1,2,3,4 
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Full Time Mode Workload 
 

Type Location Description Hours Frequency 
Avg 
Workload 

Practical Flat 
Classroom 

Practical 2 Weekly 2.00 

Independent 
Learning 

Not 
Specified 

Independent 
Learning 

3 Weekly 3.00 

 
 
 
Required & Recommended Book List 
 
2017-03-28 Developing as a Reflective Early Years Professional Critical Publishing 
ISBN 9781911106241 ISBN-13 1911106244 
 
2013-05-17 Early Years Practice Gill Education 
ISBN 0717157202 ISBN-13 9780717157204 
 
2019 Learning Critical Reflection 
ISBN 1138491306 ISBN-13 9781138491304 
 
09/01/2012 Mutual Perspectives: Culture & Reflexivity in Systemic 
Psychotherapy Karnac 
 
2016 Reflective Practice  
ISBN 192514514X ISBN-13 9781925145144 
 
2016-03-25 Reflective Practice and Early Years Professionalism 3rd Edition: Linking 
Theory and Practice 
ISBN 1471866114 ISBN-13 9781471866111 
 
2015 Reflective Practice for Early Childhood Professionals 
10/11/2015 Reflective Teaching in Early Education Bloomsbury 
 
2018-09-27 Reflexivity and Critical Pedagogy Brill - Sense 
ISBN 9004384480 ISBN-13 9789004384484 
 
2014-07-15 The Early Years Reflective Practice Handbook 
ISBN 041552993X ISBN-13 9780415529938 
 
2019-10-08 Working with Two-year-olds 
ISBN 1138600644 ISBN-13 9781138600645 
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Module Resources 
Journal Resources 
Burnham, John, Alvis Palma Diane and Whitehouse, Lisa.  (2008).  Learning as a 
context for differences and differences as a context for learning.  Journal of Family 
Therapy.   30 (4), 529-542. 

Cunliffe, Ann L. (2004).  On Becoming a Critically Reflexive Practitioner.  Journal of 
Management Education, 28 (4), 407-426. 

De’Ath, Erica.  (1981).  My family: my self.  An experiential exploration of our family 
of origin on our current psycho-social behaviour.  Journal of Family Therapy.  3: 101-
112. 

Dutta, Sunita and Finlay-Musonda, Brenda.  (2007).  Identifying support systems: a 
mapping exercise.  Journal of Family Therapy, 29, 346-350. 

Francis, Mireille.  (1988).  The skeleton in the cupboard: experiential geneogram (sic) 
work for family therapy trainees.  Journal of Family Therapy, 10, pp.135-152. 

Haber, Russell & Hawley, Lita.  (2004).  Family of Origin as a Supervisory 
Consultative Resource.  Family Process. Vol. 43, No. 3: pp. 373-390. 

Hardy, J, Kenneth & Laszloffy, A, Tracey.  (1995).  The Cultural Genogram: Key to 
Training Culturally Competent Family Therapists.  Journal of Marital and Family 
Therapy.  Vol.  21, No. 3, pp.  227-237. 

Jones, Liz (2010).  Reflexivity as a Ground-Clearing Activity Within the Context of 
Early Years’ Pedagogy.  Qualitative Inquiry, 16, 5, 342-348. 

Totsuka, Yoko.  (2014).  “Which aspects of social GGRRAAACCEEESSS grab you 
most?”  The social GGRRAAACCEEESSS exercise for a supervision group to 
promote therapists’ self-reflexivity.  Journal of Family Therapy, 36: Supplement 1, 86-
106. 

Other Resources 
PLE (2019). Best Practice Guidelines for Professional Practice Placement 
Experience in Initial Early Childhood Education and Care Professional Development, 

http://aistearsiolta.ie/en/ 

Aistear Siolta Practice guides. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://aistearsiolta.ie/en/
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