Using Reflection Essays To Facilitate Learning in Classes-- by Dr. Donald Shaw
In the Department of Biological Sciences at UT Martin, the teacher evaluation includes twenty multiple-choice questions and each question is related to teaching of that course.  For example, one of the questions asks “The instructor clearly explained his or her grading system.”  The student responds to all the questions by selecting A (strongly disagree; =1), B (somewhat disagree; =2), C (neutral; =3), D (somewhat agree; =4), or E (strongly agree; =5) and mark them on the scantron sheet.  Thus, a teacher’s performance of any course can be mathematically and categorically evaluated on the scale 1 to 5 with 5 being the highest score.  
I have been teaching human anatomy and physiology and students takes this course to gear up predominately for their pre-health occupation, including careers such as nursing, physical therapy, dental, and medical areas.  My overall teacher evaluation has been pretty good; but some areas are weaker.  For instance, a particular question in the evaluation, asking “As a result of this course, my interest in this subject area has been: stifled or stimulated,” was one of the weakest categories of my teacher evaluation for two consecutive semesters.  At first, I was quite taken back.  Not stimulated!  Are you kidding me?  Were these students not interested in anatomy and physiology themselves?  Then I wondered if there is a way to stimulate students’ interests in learning human anatomy and physiology.  Up to this point, this course has been heavily content-oriented.  Finally, this past semester I decided to require students to write reflection essays related to the text’s contents and to watch relevant video clips.  I was hoping perhaps through these mechanisms that students can become more interested in human anatomy and physiology.  This article is going to focus only on reflection essays.  
What specifically did I ask students to write about in reflection essays?  I gave out the guidelines on reflection essays to students and the following information outlines this activity.  First, reflection essays intend to prepare students for the coming quiz/exam and to stir students’ interest in learning human anatomy and physiology.  Second, this is a required and individual assignment and it is due on specific date; it needs to be typed up (single-spaced) and the length should be between 300 and 500 words.  Third, students select an area (i.e. the topic of his/her choice) in the last two chapters we just lectured, reflect upon the topic, and answer the following four questions: 
A-- What page(s) of the topic in the textbook that you are going to reflect upon?  For example, many students found that the topic on osteoporosis is very interesting.  
B-- Why are you interested in the topic most in the last two chapters?   
C-- Make some reflection (or connections) regarding the topic.  In other words, does the topic you are to reflect upon relate to other topics in the textbook and other courses besides human anatomy and physiology? Does the topic relate to someone you know (or read about) either in reality or academically? Other possible reflection (or connections) includes your learning progress of the topic.  
D-- Raise some questions related to the topic.  Then, try to answer them yourselves logically and scientifically using the information you have learned so far in anatomy and physiology.  At least 2-3 questions should be raised here.  
Last semester I asked students to write three reflection essays.  The guideline on reflection essays spelled out what I expected from them on these essays, and I used the guideline as my grading rubric.  Each essay was 10 points, and three essays constitute 30 points out of total 1000 points in the lecture part of human anatomy and physiology classes.  Usually, students did quite well on these assignments; the average score was about 8 out of 10 points, and unofficially, students told me they enjoyed writing this type of assignment.  Grading and giving feedback on each essay took me about 10 minutes.  Five to six hours investment to grade an assignment for a class of 30 students was not that bad.  Any teacher can use writing reflection essays in the classroom.  Later, students can polish up their writing at home.  
I presented this topic in Voice Lessons—A UTM Faculty Writing Workshop this past summer.  Besides the Biology department, several faculty members from the following departments were present—Communications, English, Mathematics, Music, Physics, and Psychology.  During the presentation, I asked all participants to focus on a course that they are to teach this coming semester and try to adopt reflection essays into the course.  Specifically, they were asked to complete a guideline on reflection essays that put in writing what they expect their students to write in the course.  Based on what I gathered in the workshop from several faculty members, asking students to write reflection essays can easily fit into many classes, if not all.  This summer, I will analyze my teaching evaluation statistically before and after using reflection essays (and video clips) to see the impact of these activities on students’ learning.  I will share what I found in the near future with you.  In the mean time, I am eager to hear your comments and suggestions on writing reflection essays and other topics.  You can contact me at donalds@utm.edu. 
