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Abstract: Traditional doctoral mentoring is completed in one-to-one dyads with the advisor
serving as mentor and student as the mentee. This can be effective but does little to promote
collaboration (Darwin & Palmer, 2009). The reflective self-evaluation (RSE) process was
originally designed for a previously federally funded Leadership project in our program. It was
developed because previous research by Ross and Blanton (2004) determined that traditional
special education teacher preparation was often lacking many reflective and constructive qualities
that would allow teacher education to become more flexible and creative and move away from a
more rigid process-product paradigm (Abernathy et al, 2008). As initially implemented, not only
did the RSE teach and strengthen reflective practice, but it turned out to be an effective mentoring
tool (Abernathy et al., 2008). In this manuscript, current students reviewed their RSE process and
shared their experiences.
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Traditional doctoral mentoring is completed in one-to-one dyads with the advisor serving
as mentor and student as the mentee. This can be effective but does little to promote collaboration
(Darwin & Palmer, 2009). In higher education one-to-one mentoring models are typically
employed, with the academic advisor serving as the mentor and the student as the mentee.
According to Darwin and Palmer (2009), these dyads can be effective but do little to promote a
collaborative work ethic. As Adler and Adler (2005) point out, there are points at which doctoral
students, if not provided with sufficient guidance and/or mentoring, become “stuck” and frustrated.
In their initial study on special education doctoral graduates, Smith et. al (2001) quoted one
respondent as saying, “I and my fellow students believe we have never been in a more
‘disempowering’ environment. We plan not to work in higher education because of this
experience,” (p. 25). Because of the low numbers of special education doctoral graduates and the
high numbers of open faculty positions, providing adequate guidance and mentoring is essential
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to ensuring that after completing their programs, graduates will secure and thrive in positions in
higher education.

The reflective self-evaluation (RSE) process was originally designed for a previously
federally funded Leadership project in our program. Leadership projects are funded by the Office
of Special Education Programs (OSEP) in the U.S. Department of Education, specifically to
address the shortage of individuals with terminal degrees in special education to fill teacher
education positions or fill other leadership roles at state or district levels. Students funded through
these programs are always referred to as “scholars” by OSEP. The RSE was developed for the
earlier Leadership project because previous research by Ross and Blanton (2004) determined that
traditional special education teacher preparation was often lacking many reflective and
constructive qualities that would allow teacher educators to become more flexible and creative and
move away from a more rigid process-product paradigm (Abernathy et al, 2008). The goal in
developing the RSE for doctoral students in a Leadership program was that in practicing reflective
skills on their own while in a doctoral program, once scholars move on to become faculty in teacher
preparation programs in their own preservice programs, they would encourage more reflective and
thoughtful experiences for their own students.

Reflective journaling as a supportive process for doctoral students is supported by research
(Bavli, 2023; Rodriguez et al., 2019) and students receive many benefits from reflective journaling,
including but not limited to emotional benefits, cognitive benefits, and academic benefits (Bavli,
2023; Wasmanski, 2023). Journal writing, by definition, is a daily written record of one’s personal
experiences, and research shows that journaling is an effective tool for adults’ learning (Boden et
al., 2006). As initially implemented, not only did the RSE teach and strengthen reflective practice,
but it turned out to be an effective mentoring tool (Abernathy et al., 2008). Additionally, as the
scholars would share their reflections at the end of the year with the project director, these
reflections often indicated needs that could be addressed or areas in which the program could be
strengthened. In a second Leadership program, the RSE was used again and scholars shared them
with all project faculty once a year, allowing for ongoing project and scholar assessment.

In our current Leadership grant, we decided to strengthen the RSE process, both as an
assessment tool and as a mentoring tool. We also moved it to Canvas, the learning management
system used by our university, for ease of use by the scholars and for archiving purposes. This use
of technology for the RSE has additional support in the research base as the technology allows
more students from a broader range of backgrounds to participate and receive mentoring and
support (Bavli, 2023; James, 2017; Tucker et al., 2022). In the first semester, the initial six scholars
were prompted several times to respond. In their second semester, we added one additional scholar
for a total of seven. They were given an initial prompt to respond, and then asked to use the space
as a journal and encouraged to write regularly. The journaling prompts were items such as: “Now
that you have completed your first semester, what have you learned about doctoral study? Did
anything surprise you? What did you learn from the process of starting slow that you will be able
to use next semester as you start full-time doctoral study? What would you like to see from the
project next year as we move on?”

As stated by Abernathy et al. (2008), journaling is “an expression of your feelings,
reactions, thoughts, expectations, and perceptions of your experience. It reflects your personal
growth in a particular area of experience” (p. 161). Scholars are directed that there are multiple
ways they can reflect: in action (thinking about actions when they happen), on action (thinking
about an event after it has occurred), or for action (thinking in advance about what you may do in
a proactive manner). They have been doing this through their second and third semesters in their
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doctoral program. Over time, journaling has become a written record of personal growth, self-
discovery, professional development, and self-expression (Boden et al., 2006). At the conclusion
of their third semester in May 2024 (which was the end of their first full year), they reviewed all
of their journal entries and wrote a reflective entry on their progress so far in the program and
where they would like to be in the next year, and what supports they believe they need in order to
reach those goals. In this way, the RSE process is reflective for the scholars, serves as program
evaluation for the grant, and allows project faculty to mentor the scholars.

METHODS

In summer 2024, after completing their reflective entry, the scholars were directed to write
three key terms or phrases that described the main ideas or “big ideas” from their entries to date.
They reviewed all their RSE entries and individually identified themes in their writing. The project
director compiled all these submissions, placed them on a separate page, and cut them into separate
slips of paper so they could be reviewed and grouped. The scholars met as a group, and first, in
two smaller groups, reviewed the themes/ideas they each individually identified and placed them
together into like groupings. The two groups then compared their results and discussed to come to
consensus on the final groupings and identify the themes for these groupings. As a group, a graphic
that illustrated the interactions among these themes was developed (which can be viewed in Figure
1). They then each reviewed their RSE entries to find entries they had written that they felt
illustrated each of the themes.

Figure 1.
Graphic Illustration of Interaction of Themes in RSE Responses

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 1, ISSN 2637-8965 71



S. S. Taylor et al

RESULTS

When the scholars discussed the themes as a whole group, the consistent themes identified
from all scholars were growth, opportunities, and self-reflection. Within each theme there were
positive and negative interpretations as well as internal and external factors identified by the
scholars. Hubbs and Brand (2005) state that “graduate students are expected to learn and grow
while producing results appropriate to specific academic, professional, and ethical standards™ (p.
61). During the program, reflective journaling offered an opportunity for scholars to chronicle and
manage these expectations while documenting individual experiences. The RSE journaling
process allowed the scholars to express both their struggles and successes while participating in
demanding coursework.

Within the theme of Opportunities, one scholar reported “presenting at a conference,
writing, and teaching have all offered opportunities I am so grateful for”. A different scholar wrote
“thinking about how badly my lecture made me feel lost and uncertain of my abilities, but I am
trying to anchor in that hopefully this is the worst I’ll ever do because I never want to feel like that
again”. Each of these scholars interpreted the “big idea” through a personal lens based on
individual experiences. Hubbs and Brand (2005) discuss a four-stage model that students’ progress
through as they participate in reflective journaling: (a) concrete experiences, (b) reflective
observations, (c) abstract conceptualization, and (d) active experimentation or application.
Guidance from the advisor on journal entries helps the scholar progress from one stage of the
model to the next. In doing so, they reflect on a specific experience, explore explanations or
questions regarding the meaning of the experience, and apply new meanings, interpretations, or
understandings (Hubbs & Brand, 2005).

Reviewing the responses surrounding the theme of self-reflection, one scholar wrote:

I preach that the only way to learn is through failure, but I want that only to apply
to others. I understand that when we struggle and tell people, then others reach out
to help. Being vulnerable is very difficult for me, even though every time I have
done so my cohort has embraced me and helped. The voice that I am the dumbest
one or the slowest one is very loud at times.

A different scholar wrote “After this first semester, I have learned that doctoral study is truly an
independent and self-reliant endeavor that depends on consistency and structure”. Each of these
responses shows the varying ideas each scholar has of self-reflection and how, with support and
dialogue from an advisor, each scholar can process individual next steps to progress and learn. The
scholars’ “big idea” of Growth looked at influences of both internal and external factors. A
response indicating internal growth from a respondent stated:

It’s about growing as a person with mentors in front of others. It’s been about
failing as a perfectionist and then realizing you don’t just get to stop. Now, you
problem solve. How can I make that not happen again? It’s about your personal
life being intertwined with your work and you wish that you could separate the two.
It’s also about your work becoming your life studies.

Two respondents saw this “big idea” from an external perspective. For example, one wrote:
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I've seen the most growth in connecting with others in the group and asking for
feedback. I don’t typically like to bother other people, and I tend to assume they
are busy... In spite of that, I reached out a couple of times this semester to initiate
feedback that others in the group also joined in on.

Another saw the external pressures and identified the opportunities for growth as:

This past week was the hardest week yet. With the stress and uncertainty of the
poster, a midterm, coupled with regular assignments, our group was a little more
stressed. However, with that said, it offered a great opportunity for us all to lean
on each other, reflect on the program, and I feel like it brought us all closer together
as a cohort.

Hubbs and Brand (2005) describe the importance of a scholar and advisor reviewing journal entries
to determine whether an entry is a content or process statement. A content statement would be
“outside or external”, where a process statement would be “introspective or internal”. As Baldwin
(1991) stated “Writing bridges the inner and outer world and connects the paths of action and
reflection” (p.9). Connection of inner and outer experiences allows a student to reflect on self-
awareness and self-knowledge (Hubbs & Brand, 2005). The scholars’ ability to come together,
identify themes and reflect on entries with advisor feedback, resulted in open and honest dialogue.
RSE journaling provided scholars with an individual space to record thoughts and reflect. Mentor
and mentee collaboration offered an understanding of student knowledge while simultaneously
supporting life-long learning both personally and professionally.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Reflective writing as a practice for doctoral students utilizes tools and strategies that
promote growth. Review of experiences and perceptions of program content, engagement, and
collaboration offers a supportive tool for doctoral students. This practice will equip scholars with
self-reflective skills that help to discern challenges, build confidence, and prepare scholars for the
next steps in their career. Reflective self-evaluation (RSE) is an effective tool in supporting
students in higher education programs, when the purpose is clear and the trust between advisor
and student has been established. Students participating in journaling must be made aware of the
purpose to fully engage in the practice, as writing personal feelings, experiences, and challenges
requires an amount of trust between advisor and student. This process allows the student to engage
in self-evaluation, and collaborative feedback, while building a relationship of support with their
advisor (Hubbs & Brand, 2005). Additionally, as more doctoral programs move online and allow
students to enroll while living a distance from campus, utilizing online methods for journaling as
in this project is further demonstration of the tool for mentoring graduate students (Bavli, 2023;
James, 2017; Tucker et al., 2022). As demonstrated by the scholars in this program, consistent
journaling offers students a way to self-reflect, identify gaps in knowledge, and gain insight from
feedback provided by their advisor. A student who embraces improving their personal attributes
(Epp, 2008), like the scholars engaged in the RSE process, will be better positioned to provide
supportive teaching and leadership practices in their future positions.
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