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Cecil Day Lewis stated, “We do not write in order to be understood, we write in order to understand.” This philosophy lies at the heart of the reflective essay. Reflective writing is metacognitive writing, and therefore, it offers us the chance to explore our ideas and to figure out those ideas have been constructed. 

Quite often, when I ask students to respond to a visual, written, or spoken text, their initial reaction manifests as a sea of blank faces. In these cases, students need to approach the text as active, rather than passive, readers. When students read actively, they retain information from the text and synthesize the material into the knowledge they already possess. When students read passively, they may remember the basic details, but they do so superficially, without considering deeper complexities. 

Passive “reading” (in all senses of the word) makes it hard for students to deconstruct a text and their response(s) to that text. In basic composition classes, deconstructing a text calls for examining the different elements that create the text. Whether literally reading a written text or viewing a visual text or listening to a spoken text, we must deconstruct the text’s components – speaker/author, context, audience, and so on – and analyze how the elements work or how they don’t. When students read passively, reflection cannot occur and, consequently, neither can strong reflective writing. 

Luckily, students can easily hone their reading skills, and they should remember that reading and writing share a reciprocal relationship: if a student’s reading skills improve, his or her writing skills follow suit. And the best part about active reading is that if students will consciously practice, they will soon find themselves reading – and writing – actively with little-to-no effort at all (see the “Reading Actively” essay in this book). 

Once students complete their active reading of a text, they can then move into the act of writing. They probably have already generated substantial notes, and these notes can be used to organize the reflection. The concept of reflective writing varies according to assignment – some instructors call these writings responses, journals, posts, analyses, and so on. However, throughout all of these forms, a few truths remain constant: 

· Students should construct a strong thesis sentence, one that establishes the “So what?” of the paper. (In other words, the thesis should explain the intent and purpose of the paper and should share what conclusion the student’s reflection yielded.)

· Students should use specific examples and connections rather than relying upon vague emotional responses. For example, if a text makes a student angry, rather than simply saying so, the student should write about what specifically arouses that emotion and, most importantly, why that emotion is the one aroused. 

· Unless the instructor states otherwise, students should support all opinion statements with support pulled either from the assigned text or outside sources. 

· Students should also consider larger order concerns, which are issues implicated by the text. For example, what does the text reveal about the structure of the society being discussed? What does a character’s state of mind reveal about his motivations? What connections can be made between the visual, written, or spoken text being “read” and our society? What was the author’s intent with this text? 

· As with any form of writing, reflective writing is a process. As students write, they will probably discover references they want to add as well as references they want to delete. Students should remain open to the process of revision – writing, especially reflective writing, allows us to explore our thoughts and ideas and even to change our minds. 

· And students should always remember that reflective writing provides a platform for their voice, and this chance for self-expression makes it one of the most important forms of writing. 

In the English classroom particularly, reflective responses constitute a large portion of collegiate work. And it can be difficult – or perhaps simply uncomfortable – to go beyond the surface, to explain why a film resonates or why a character strikes a chord. However, below the surface we must go – only there can we discover what truly constructs our ideas and how we, in turn, can articulate those ideas to others. Reflective writing offers us the opportunity to better understand our selves and our world, and this opportunity should never be neglected.   

