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Reflection
“Reflection” describes the cognitive processes we use to make meaning of our experi-
ences. In Project Based Learning, students should have regular opportunities to reflect, 
individually and with others, on both what and how they are learning. Providing time and 
structures for reflection throughout a project transforms the process of “doing projects” 
into true “Project Based Learning.” As John Dewey wrote, “We do not learn from experi-
ence…we learn from reflecting on experience.”

        Why is it useful?
Reflection is an important part of PBL for three major reasons: 
• Reflective processes help students build and revise their schema, or mental models, 

enabling students to integrate new knowledge into their existing understanding of 
how the world works, and when appropriate, to adapt that understanding based on 
new learning. For example, after learning about voter suppression and gerrymander-
ing, students working on a civics project about democratic decision-making might 
reflect on questions about who is included or not included in the decision-making 
body of a democracy. 

• Reflection can build students’ capacity to transfer knowledge and skills that they 
learn, as they consider how and why particular strategies or concepts might apply to 
different challenges. For example, students learning to create and test hypotheses 
within a science project might be able to translate the concept of an “educated guess” 
to inferencing and gathering evidence in an ELA project. 

• Finally, reflection can help students to understand themselves as learners, set goals 
for growth, and monitor their progress in relation to those goals. For example, a 
student who struggles with confidence in public speaking might set a goal early on 
in a project to lead the presentation of her team’s research findings at a community 
forum, develop a plan to practice speaking and receive feedback in low-stakes sce-
narios, and journal about her experiences and how her feelings and self-perception 
change throughout the project.
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What do I do?  

Plan reflective prompts for a variety of purposes.
As you plan reflection for your project, consider asking students to reflect for three dif-
ferent purposes, as shown:

FOCUS AREA SAMPLE PROMPTS FOR REFLECTION

Content 
 

WHAT we are learning
 

• How does the new information we are learning about 
this topic change our understanding of it?

• How does this concept compare/connect with a relat-
ed concept?

Process 
 

HOW we are learning it

• How does our collaboration compare to our working 
agreements and/or the criteria on the Collaboration 
Rubric? 

• What’s going well, and what might we need to 
change about how we are working in order to meet 
our goals?

• What resources are we using? Do we need to find 
new or different resources to address our questions?

Purpose
 

WHY we are learning this/
doing this work

• How does what we are learning help us to answer the 
driving question/solve the problem/create the prod-
uct?

• Why does this work/learning matter to the world/my 
community the audience for our final product? 

• Where else could this skill be helpful?
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Explicitly teach reflection.
Just like any other skill, reflection is something that needs to be taught. Model reflective 
processes using strategies such as “think-alouds,” fishbowls of team reflections, sen-
tence starters, and exemplar journal entries. Provide frequent and varied structured 
reflection activities over the course of a project. You may even wish to have students 
“reflect on reflection,” using a formative rubric to analyze and discuss aspects of effec-
tive reflective responses. 

Use structures and protocols to support individual and 
group reflection.

Sample structures for reflection include (but are not limited to) the following:
• Exit tickets: Students write brief responses to prompts and turn them in at the end of 

class.
• Journals: Students keep ongoing written documentation of their learning. You may 

wish to provide a menu of general prompts for journaling or to provide specific daily 
or weekly prompts.

• Triangle-Square-Circle: Have students draw a triangle, a square, and a circle, then 
write on each shape, respectively:

• three important points from their learning experience
• anything that “squares” with their thinking/anything they agree with.
• anything that is still “circling” in their mind/what they still have questions 

about. 
• Think-Pair-Share: Provide the prompt. Give students time to think (and optionally, 

write notes) independently, and then to discuss with a partner. Then invite each pair 
to share out a takeaway from the conversation.

• Wrap-Around: Provide a prompt and give students a few minutes to think individu-
ally and/or jot notes. Then have students share their responses, moving around the 
room and offering the right to “pass” for any student who chooses to do so.

• Fishbowl: Have students form an inner and an outer circle. Students in the inner 
circle engage in a conversation about the reflection topic, while students in the outer 
circle observe and take notes (often using a specific observation guide or note catch-
er). You may wish to offer students in the outer circle the opportunity to “tap in” to 
the conversation if they choose.
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• Peer Interviews: Have students work in pairs to interview each other about the reflec-
tion topic. Depending on student needs and experience levels, you may wish to pro-
vide students with interview questions or have the class generate sample questions 
before the interviews begin.

• In-2-Out: In this equity-centered protocol from the Coalition of Essential Schools, stu-
dents move into a circle and reflect from the “inside out” in three stages:

• (In) individual reflection about personal experience
• (2) small team discussion for meaning making
• (Out) large group discourse about larger connections/impact

Provide a balance of reflection and action.
Reflective activities don’t stand alone—students need rich learning experiences and 
“inputs” that they can use to build new knowledge and make connections. You can think 
about lessons, activities, texts, and project work as “food” for the brain, and reflection as 
the process of digesting that “food” and turning it into usable nutrients.  

Be mindful of how you “evaluate” reflections.
Since reflection is an open-ended process of meaning-making, grading or correcting stu-
dents’ reflections can be counter-productive. If you give feedback on reflection, consider 
affirming new realizations and connections that students make, and/or asking probing 
questions that push students’ thinking deeper. That said, reflections can provide power-
ful formative data about students’ thinking, areas of challenge, or passions/interests that 
can inform instructional decision-making throughout the course of a project.  

Offer opportunities for in-depth reflection and feed-
back at the end of every project.

Use the Post-Project Reflection and Feedback from Students Strategy Guide to support 
your facilitation of this process.
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Helpful Hints
Primary Grade Considerations

Provide opportunities for younger students to reflect verbally or using images. Technol-
ogy tools like Seesaw offer students multiple avenues for communicating about their 
learning. Additionally, you may wish to heavily scaffold reflection for young students by 
providing shared sentence starters and modeling reflective thinking and speaking. 

Troubleshooting Tips

Student reflections are not substantive. Consider how the reflection was structured 
and scaffolded. You may wish to ask yourself the following questions:
• Are students reflecting on rich and engaging learning experiences and “inputs”?
• Were the prompts clearly structured? Did students have choices about the prompts 

they chose?
• How are students being asked to express their thinking? Are there literacy or public 

speaking challenges that may be limiting their expression?
• Have you explicitly taught and modeled reflection for students? Have they had oppor-

tunities to practice?
• Have you provided enough time for students to engage in deep reflection?

Student responses to reflective prompts are repetitive. You may need to vary the 
reflection prompts or format. For example, if students are primarily engaging in individ-
ual journal reflections, vary these structures and incorporate more reflection in pairs or 
groups. It may also be helpful to use dialogic structures such as interviews or threaded 
discussions to deepen reflection, asking probing questions such as, “Why did you come 
to this conclusion?” or “What might be another way of looking at this situation?”

Got Tech?

• Consider using online discussion tools like Parlay Ideas, NowComment, or  Flipgrid to 
support collaborative reflection in a digital format. 

• To support student reflection on process, record video of student discussions, re-
hearsals of presentations, or other activities, and then invite students (using a struc-
tured protocol) to view the video and share observations and connections.

https://my.pblworks.org/resource/blog/making_pbl_accessible_to_all_building_a_collaborative_culture
https://web.seesaw.me/
https://parlayideas.com/
https://nowcomment.com/
https://flipgrid.com/

