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Bridging the Gap between Reflective Learning and Reflective Practice through 

Anticipatory Reflection  

 

Abstract     

 

Purpose 

This paper analyses student perspectives on the contribution that teaching anticipatory 

reflection can make to the development of their reflective practice. The project 

explores lived student experiences of anticipatory reflection, and the value students 

attribute to these in helping them bridge the transfer gap between reflective learning 

and reflective practice. 

  

Design/methodology/approach 

An interpretivist approach is taken whereby student reflections on their experiences of 

practicing anticipatory reflection in a workshop setting were analysed using template 

analysis, to understand the value attributed to these.  Students were guided through a 

series of exercises including visualisation of future events and the nature of future 

practice as well as reflective writing. 

 

Findings 

Students identified multiple benefits of being taught and practising anticipatory 

reflection.  Specifically, high levels of realism, personal relevance and engagement 

were reported, as well as increased confidence, self-efficacy, and self-belief. In 
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addition, the development of empathy, and increases in self awareness were common 

benefits of working through the process of anticipatory reflection.   

 

Originality 

 In contrast to existing retrospective approaches, here we focus on the future, using 

anticipatory reflection to inform pedagogical approaches enabling students to 

experience anticipatory reflection in a classroom setting.  The positive value 

attributed to experiencing anticipatory reflection suggests that the temporal focus in 

teaching reflection should evolve to incorporate prospective approaches which have a 

valuable role to play in bridging existing transfer gaps between reflective learning and 

practice.   

 

 

Key words 

Anticipatory Reflection; Reflective Learning; Reflective Practice; Learning Transfer; 

Skills development 

 

Article Classification 

 Research Paper 

 

 

Introduction 

As societies emerge from the Covid pandemic into an increasingly uncertain world of 

technological change (Gkeredakis et al., 2020) and geopolitical turbulence, it can be 

argued that the development of reflective practice (Schön, 1983) becomes 
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increasingly critical, with reflection being “one of the most important transferable 

competences in lifelong learning” (Colomer et al., 2020 p.5). Development of such 

skills can be difficult however (Marshall et al., 2022), and there are questions about 

the effectiveness of the teaching of reflective practice, and about student perceptions 

of the impact of such teaching.  Veine et al. (2020) highlight the need for further 

research on students’ perspectives of value, with Bharuthram (2018) reporting that 

whilst students often understand the concepts of reflection, they have difficulty in 

transferring reflective learning into their practice.  Multiple definitions of reflection 

exist but Bharuthram, (2018, p.881) suggests that “most students described reflection 

as a process of looking back”.  In contrast, anticipatory reflection, emphasises the role 

of looking forward.  Whilst recognised as a theoretical concept  (Moon, 2000; 

Conway, 2001),  much less attention has been paid to teaching anticipatory reflection 

and the value ascribed to this by students.  In making meaning from the experiences 

of the past to inform experiences in the future, parallels can be seen with Dewey’s 

(1933) concept of continuity, and the importance of connecting experiences over time 

to learn from these. 

 

As the need for professionals to develop the skills of reflective practice becomes 

increasingly urgent, in this paper we investigate the contribution anticipatory 

reflection can make.  We seek to capture the student voice and, through a 

contextualised example of teaching practice (Veine et al., 2020), investigate the 

impact of teaching anticipatory reflection in bridging the transfer gap from reflective 

learning to reflective practice.  The aim of this study is to explore the meanings and 

value students place on the experience of practising anticipatory reflection. We are 

particularly interested in the interpretations and learning they draw from applying 
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insights to an imagined future context.   This approach can also be seen in the context 

of a broader call for the adoption of futures thinking (Levrini et al 2021). 

 

We set the following as our research question: 

What role can teaching anticipatory reflection play in helping students bridge the gap 

between reflecting on the past, and transferring learning to current and future 

practice?   

  

The research involved part time Postgraduate Human Resource Management (HRM) 

students at Leeds Business School (LBS) in the United Kingdom who were studying 

for professional qualifications accredited by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 

Development (CIPD).   

 

The paper begins by reviewing literature concerning the teaching of reflective practice 

and anticipatory reflection.  We also consider  literature concerning learning transfer  

since this is a difficulty which is widely recognised and much researched  (Holton et 

al., 2000).  The paper then progresses to describe the methodology with results 

analysed and discussed.   

 

Literature Review 

In words which remain highly relevant today, Schön (1983, p.14) highlights the 

challenges for professionals facing  “problematic situations characterized by 

uncertainty, disorder, and indeterminacy”.  Reflection is positioned as a meaning 

making process, enabling the learner to make sense of previous experiences and apply 

learning to new situations, and it can be argued that competent professional practice 
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relies on the ability to reflect in the moment through reflection in action (Schön, 

1983), pulling on previous experience and tacit knowledge embedded within it. This 

requires reservoirs of professional knowledge which inexperienced practitioners may 

not have. Rather than drawing on such tacit knowledge and being embedded within 

professional activity, teaching often takes a retrospective approach, focusing on 

reflecting and drawing meaning from past experiences after these have occurred.  

  

The impact of such approaches in engendering transformative learning has been 

questioned, with recent reflections on the teaching of reflective practice  (Veine et al., 

2020) highlighting that whilst most students understood reflective practice as a 

concept, they adopted an instrumental approach to meet the requirements of their 

course rather than realising its potential contribution to their learning or transfer  to 

their practice.   

  

 In relation to teaching HR students specifically, Griggs et al. (2015) reported an 

instrumental approach,  focusing on personal improvement and often relying on  

reflective frameworks.  Whilst these can provide valuable structure to scaffold 

reflection , structures can also constrain the process of reflection (Marshall et al., 

2022). Further, could over reliance on such cycles and the retrospective focus within 

them, also contribute to a lack of progress in the application of reflective learning to 

professional practice? Whilst the implications of reflection for future practice are 

embedded in most cycles, future projection and planning usually form their final 

stage.  Moon (2000, p.31) warns that “an important factor which seems to be lost is 

that of the recycling of the cycle”.  Having identified implications for future practice 
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and making plans for use, consciously applying learning to practice, and realizing 

these plans, is where the transfer gap may be observed.  

Anticipatory Reflection 

As conceptualized by Dewey (1933), reflection involves connecting experiences over 

time, with the concept of continuity between experiences being central in enabling 

learning.  In considering the temporal location of such experience, it can be argued 

that both a retrospective and prospective focus for refection is necessary, for “an 

experience exists in time and is therefore linked to the past and the future” (Rodgers, 

2002 p.848).  Terms including Anticipatory Reflection (Conway, 2001) and 

Reflection in Anticipation of Events (Boud, 2001) refer to looking ahead.   Wilson 

(2008, p.180) defines “reflecting-on-the-future as the act or process of reflecting on 

desirable and possible futures”.  Acknowledging the impossibility of concrete 

reflection on events yet to unfold, he argues that reflection on former experiences 

allows us to anticipate and analyse future scenarios and develop strategies to deal with 

these.  It could be argued that focus on such temporal linkages is one of the strengths 

of anticipatory reflection and is where relationships with learning transfer can be 

explored.  

Whilst acknowledged conceptually, there has been less focus on the application of 

this concept to teaching and learning strategies.  Limited studies which do consider 

applying anticipatory reflection in a practical way have yielded benefits however,  

illustrating the positive impact of anticipatory reflection on the development of future 

identities (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010; Priest and Seemiller, 2018 ). Brand et al. 

(2016) also demonstrate the positive impact of anticipatory reflection in challenging 
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existing attitudes held by medical students towards aging on the part of their patients, 

suggesting deeper level learning and contributing to the development of empathy.   

To further break down the concept, Boud (2001, pp.2,13) identifies three main aspects 

of Reflecting in Anticipation of Events. Firstly, there is consideration of what the 

learner can bring to an event, “a focus on the learner”, encompassing a potentially 

vast array of individual cognitive; personality, and affective factors, many of which 

are fully explored in learning transfer literature. In the context of using anticipatory 

reflection in the classroom however, it could be argued that the expectations, goals, 

and objectives brought by the learner and the anticipated nature of improved practice, 

are particularly relevant, with Kuo and Tien (2022) highlighting the linkage between 

goals and objectives, motivation to learn, and learning transfer.     

 

The second aspect  refers to “a focus on all aspects of the context”  (Boud, 2001, 

p.12). This could be seen in terms of a learner’s ability to analyse the implications of 

context as well as their ability to adapt their behaviour to maximise learning within 

unique contexts.     

In reflecting on the context of an anticipated future situation, imagination again plays 

a part, with  some recent focus on the role of imagination in terms of visioning what 

could be; enhancing creativity, and criticality (Coggin et al., 2019). Varied reflective 

tools including learning journals; autobiographical writing, and dialogue can be used 

to encourage learners to reflect and analyse aspects of context (Bolton and 

Delderfield, 2018).  One important element is interaction with others in a situation, 

with the ability to identify underlying assumptions and views from other perspectives, 

holding an important role in developing criticality.  
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Prior to reflection in the midst of action, Boud, (2001, p.12) discusses the third aspect, 

“a focus on learning skills and strategies”, as the opportunity afforded by anticipatory 

reflection to consciously consider how to maximise learning from an event.  This 

includes rehearsing different strategies, and practicing “what ifs”, potentially 

including interactions and conversation, plans, and guides for actions.  In the absence 

of significant professional experience, where tacit knowledge may be limited, it could 

be argued that such opportunities for practice may act as a useful precursor to 

reflection in action (Schön, 1983), with anticipatory reflecting making the application 

of learning conscious and deliberate,  thus giving learners the opportunity to 

experience the process of learning transfer. 

Learning Transfer 

Defined as “the application, generalizability and maintenance of new knowledge and 

skills” (Holton, et al., 2000, p.334), the gap between classroom learning and 

subsequent generalization and application of learning has been the focus of much 

study, and whilst it is fully recognised that the transfer of learning to the reality of the 

workplace is the essential goal of much professional development, it can be argued 

that the ability to apply and generalise learning to new situations within classroom 

settings, forms part of the developmental journey, providing the chance to apply and 

generalise learning whilst practising in a safe environment, with direct linkages here 

with Boud’s concept of anticipatory reflection.  

 

Learning transfer theory provides a useful lens through which to view the transfer of 

reflective learning to new practice situations in classroom settings, with transfer 

factors relating to the individual and the learning initiative itself, being most relevant 

to the study. Transfer design concerns the extent to which the training has been 
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designed to enable the individual to transfer learning to the job,  with influencing 

factors including relevance; learning goals and objectives; and perceptions of transfer  

(Holton et al., 2000). 

 

At the individual level, recent studies informed by Holton’s work, reinforce the 

importance of motivation to learn (El-Said et al., 2020; Kuo and Tien, 2022), relating 

to effort to achieve learning objectives, and motivation to transfer learning,  with 

Sahoo and Mishra, (2019) arguing that the higher the transfer motivation the higher 

the transfer. This is supported by Kuo and Tien (2022) and El-Said et a. (2020), who 

both identify motivation to transfer as a key factor in learning transfer. Transfer 

motivation is also recognised as a mediating factor for other transfer factors (Bhatti et 

al., 2013) such as instrumentality; perceived content validity; performance self-

efficacy and reaction, as well as transfer design.  

 

Consideration of such transfer factors, as well as literature concerning the teaching of 

reflection and the nature of anticipatory reflection itself, all provide important 

contextualisation for the study.  Specifically, the three elements of anticipatory 

reflection identified by Boud ( 2001) and learning transfer factors (Holton et al., 

2000) provide the key theoretical foundations informing both research design and 

analysis of findings.  

 

 

Methodology  

This project is a study of human perceptions of value relating to reflective processes 

in the context of the future.   Futures are unknown but are subjectively created and 
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imagined by individuals with varied interpretations from previous experiences, 

personal contexts, and social interactions.  Assumptions underpinning the study align 

then with the Subjectivism Problematic identified by Cunliffe, (2011)  and 

interpretivism (Miles et al., 2020) which emphasise the situated understandings of 

human experiences within cultures; times; places; interactions and discourses, with 

understandings being relative to situations and contexts.  Here we focus on micro-

interactions where subjective reflective insights are interpreted and applied by 

individuals within unique personal contexts subject to varied understandings and 

perspectives.    

 

Two cohorts of part time postgraduate HRM students at LBS took part in the study 

during a skills development workshop held during the second year of their 

programmes. Prior to this, students had passed an assessment, demonstrating 

understanding and practice of reflection, and indicating that they had already engaged 

in reflective writing.  

 

Students were invited to take part in a series of exercises and produce written 

narratives (Priest and Seemiller 2018), based on the  stages of Boud’s (2001)   model 

of reflection in anticipation of events.  The purpose of these exercises was to provide 

them with the experience of using anticipatory reflection.   Examples of the exercises 

used are included in the appendices to the report.  Exercise 1 involved  imagining an 

anticipated future workplace situation, where students would like to apply learning 

from previous reflections, and  writing reflections on the context of the situation, both 

from the perspective of looking backwards, and projecting forwards to imagine the 

future situation.  This relates to the second aspect of Boud’s (2001), approach to 
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anticipatory reflection focusing on context, and involved autobiographical narratives, 

and reflective writing from the perspective of another key person involved in their 

chosen situation (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018). . Exercise 2 involved students 

identifying learning goals and desired behaviours to bring to the event (Moon 2000) 

and relates to the first aspect of Boud’s approach, focusing on the learner.  Students 

then used their reflective writing as a basis for roleplay exercises, giving them the 

chance to practice strategies and approaches, relating to the third aspect of Boud’s 

approach concerning learning skills and strategies.  

 

On completion of the exercises, purposive comprehensive sampling (Miles et al, 

2020) was used to invite all students to undertake a written reflection on their 

experience of using anticipatory reflection, with 37 written accounts being shared.   

 

Many writers highlight the useful role scaffolding can play, particularly for 

inexperienced practitioners, in helping learners to structure reflection (Cunliffe, 2004) 

and in line with this, a series of open questions and prompts were developed to help 

students reflect.   These were based on each stage of the anticipatory reflection 

conceptual framework with the aim of guiding students to reflect on their experience 

of each element of anticipatory reflection, shown as Table 1. 
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• How did you feel about generating your own future scenario? 

• How useful was it to identify specific aspects of behaviour you wanted to focus 

on in advance? 

• What did you learn from the process of writing each of the reflections? 

• Were there any aspects you struggled with and if so, can you describe these? 

• What are your main learning points? 

• To what extent do you usually identify in advance situations where you will 

have the chance to practice your skills? 

  

Table 1: Questions and Prompts for Students 

 

Data was analysed using template analysis, (King et al., 2018). which was chosen due 

to  the combination of structure and flexibility it allows; in particular the opportunity 

to use a flexible  hierarchical coding structure and to use a priori codes.  As the 

design of the study and the student experience itself was strongly underpinned by the 

stages of Boud’s approach to anticipatory reflection, it was felt that using a priori 

codes based upon this would be very useful in initial tentative coding, and ensure the 

maintenance of focus on key areas of interest, “capturing important theoretical 

concepts” (Brooks 2015). The potential danger of being overly influenced by these 

codes in labelling the rest of the data is recognised, as is a potential criticism of the 

method as lacking in depth, but the  codes  were tentative and kept under review 

throughout the study. The initial analysis of the dataset confirming the relevance of 

the codes, whilst in depth analysis allowed further codes to emerge, driven by the 
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richness of the data.   underp In line with the approach of Brooks et al. (2014), 

template analysis was seen as a form of thematic analysis then, and chosen above 

other forms e.g Braun and Clarke (2006)which were seen as more restrictive and did 

not permit the use of a priori themes.   Four very broad a priori themes, shown in 

Table 2,  were initially chosen  with the first three codes relating to elements of 

anticipatory reflection (Boud, 2001), and the fourth relating to learning transfer 

factors (Holton et al., 2000).  These themes acted as the initial template used to guide 

analysis.  

 

• Theme One – A focus on the learner:  consideration of what the learner brings to the 

event. 

• Theme Two – Reflection on future context: reflection on all aspects of the context of the 

future event 

• Theme Three – Learning skills and strategies: skills and strategies to maximise learning 

from the event 

• Theme Four – Learning transfer factors: factors influencing the transfer of learning 

 

Table 2: Themes to Guide Analysis 

The first three codes relate to elements of anticipatory reflection (Boud, 

2001), and the fourth relates to learning transfer factors (Holton et al., 

2000). 

Results 

 

Results are drawn from reflections submitted by 37 participants in the study, of whom 

32 were female and only 5 were male. To increase trust, and facilitate honest and 
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open reflection by ensuring students felt confident of complete anonymity, as well as 

to increase the validity of the study by reducing the possibility of confirmatory bias 

(Audette et al., 2019; Olson et al., 2004), all reflections were disassociated from 

biographical data available, such as gender, and allocated a number which is used to 

label quotations and illustrates the spread of responses.  A maximum of two 

quotations have been used from any student, to ensure a broad representation of views 

is presented.  

The a priori themes shown in Table 2 are used to structure the presentation of results, 

with the template being further developed and modified using a thematic and 

emergent approach (King et al., 2018) and the final template shown as Table 3. 
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1.  A focus on the learner 

1.1 Desired future behaviours 

1.2 Behaviour as a focus for feedback  

1.3 The perceptions of others  

 

2. Reflection on future context 

2.1 Cognitive learning - simplification and strategy  

2.3 Empathy 

2.3 Self awareness 

 

3. Learning skills and strategies 

3.1 Practice 

      3.2 Planning  

 

4. Learning Transfer factors 

4.1 Reality  

 

4.2 Confidence 

4.3 Positivity  

 

Table 3: Final Template 
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Theme One - A focus on the learner.  

 

Three sub themes emerged in Theme One, relating to desired future behaviours: 

behaviour as a focus for feedback, and the perceptions of others.  

 

Desired future behaviours refers to students specifying how they would like to behave 

in the future, and with only one exception, all students opted to state their specified 

intentions in terms of their desired future practice, with an overwhelmingly positive 

reaction to the impact of doing so, and most students describing specific behaviours 

they wanted to demonstrate in their chosen situation, as in the example below.  

 

“build rapport; managing emotions; language used; fairness; body language; 

provide an opportunity for everyone to speak.”(29) 

 

The main benefit was reported as being the positive impact which specifying 

behaviours had on guiding feedback which emerged as the second sub theme, being 

highlighted by most students.  

 

“it was very useful as having a focus point for feedback is valuable.” (9) 

 

 The third sub theme revealed concerns around how students were perceived by 

others, and consideration of the impression they wished to create, was mentioned by 

several students.  

   

“this is what I wanted to happen and come across like” (37) “made me aware of 

how I want to come across.” (33). 
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Theme Two - Reflection on future context  

This involved all aspects of the context of the situation, with very positive reflections 

on numerous benefits being cited concerning the two reflective writing exercises 

undertaken, both of which involved analysis of the context of the future situation, 

thinking about historical and future aspects including the role and perspective of 

others.   Here again, three subthemes emerged.  

 

The first concerned cognitive learning whereby reflecting on a situation, students 

reported benefits from identifying key issues, critically analysing these, organising 

their thought processes, and summarising them to produce a written narrative. An 

increased appreciation of the strategic elements of a situation and the broad range of 

contextual factors impacting on a scenario were highlighted.    Examples include:  

 

 “Collating all the relevant info/facts together was useful in that it allowed me to 

really organise my thoughts and feelings regarding the scenario,” (27) 

[I learned] “…that a single meeting can be influenced by many different internal and 

external factors that you are /aren’t aware of and these all need to be taken into 

consideration.” (30) 

 

Some students also reflected on the impact of writing from the perspective of the 

other person involved in their future scenario, exposing new perspectives, and 

enabling a more rounded view of the situation, which was sometimes challenging, e.g.   
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“It made me see the situation from the other side and how the problem was 

completely unknown to my friend.  I struggled to stick to the script I had written. In 

my head I felt conflicted when confronted.” (19) 

 

The second sub theme concerned empathy, with many students commenting that 

imagining the situation from the perspective of the other person involved, helped 

them understand the pressure they were under, their feelings and motivations. This 

helped students to empathise, as well as making them feel more prepared to respond 

appropriately, with responses below being typical: 

 

“it helped me to consider their situation and the pressures they were under.  [1[ 

“it allowed me to reflect on how the other person was feeling and tapped into 

empathy.” (20) 

 

 

Thirdly, in reflecting on their own behaviour, increases in levels of self awareness 

emerged strongly for many students as in the example below:  

 

“I hadn’t considered how much I control the way in which something is done, instead 

of considering the outcome and that participation may enhance the learning 

process.” (10) 

 

Recognition of the very limited extent to which they had previously considered the 

perspectives of others prior to a future interaction, was an insight which was 

commonplace amongst the students.   
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I hadn’t ever really considered the point of view of the other person prior to speaking 

with them”. (23) “I found this challenging ... I learnt I have given little thought to the 

perspectives of the other person in my scenario”. (16) 

 

Theme Three - Learning skills and strategies 

This referred to skills and strategies employed to maximise learning from the event, 

with practice and planning being highlighted as particularly valuable as in the 

examples below: 

 

“it made me feel excited about the prospect of practicing before it is done in reality.” 

(4) 

“it gave me a chance to see how I would plan and structure my response to a 

situation which is currently taking place at work and if I would be confident to 

approach a senior manager.” (16). 

 

For very small minority of students however, strong negative emotions were 

expressed relating to a reluctance to think about upcoming situations they felt they 

would struggle to deal with:  

“I felt I had to practice for an upcoming situation I did not want to face.” (19) 

“I found a very strong emotional reaction to the exercise and found it hard to commit 

fully.” (1) 
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Theme Four - Learning transfer factors 

 

Factors relating to learning transfer emerged, with sub themes relating to reality, 

confidence, and positivity. 

 

Reality, and the relevance of exercises to the lived experiences of their working lives, 

was emphasised strongly by the vast majority of students.  With one exception, all the 

students were able to identify a relevant future situation to focus on, with many 

students reporting that they found this this easy. Their involvement in creating these 

“real” anticipated future situations was seen as a major benefit to engagement and 

learning by the vast majority of students. Examples included:  

 

[it was] “…easy to visualise the future and I understood the benefits it would 

have.” (30) 

“I had a lot of real-life examples to choose from which meant that I was 

passionate about the topic and more committed to the exercise.” (26) 

 

Explicit linkages were made with learning transfer by many students, with 

identification of a real situation occurring in their practice and where they could 

implement their learning:  

 

“ .. I can take this straight back to my role.”(37) 

 

Additionally, explicit linkages were made between retrospective and prospective 

reflection with some students commenting on the way scenario generation linked 
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these two elements, recognising the value of such temporal linkages in the process of 

learning transfer.  

 

“I visualised something that had happened in the past and was likely to happen 

again.” (36) 

“Looking at what has happened so far is important for the future conversation”. 

(25)  

 

For one student, understanding progressed further with a clear link to reflection in 

action (Schön, 1983): 

 “Reflecting on specific conversations which have a high probability of being 

repeated will improve my subconscious behaviour as a result of awareness.” (7) 

 

Whilst most students found imagining future situations easy, some struggled, with 

fear of negative outcomes, and the requirement to think about situations they found 

difficult to face.   

 

The second sub theme concerned confidence, with many students explicitly 

mentioning increased confidence and further implicit references to increased 

confidence being evident: 

“ I have made progress in my chosen development area.” (23)   

” confidence and control is needed but it’s not as bad as I thought.” (24) 

In addition, students reported confidence in using anticipatory reflection in the future:  

“I think I was not very confident about going with the scenario – it was very useful as 

it added to my confidence.” (27) 
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“I think this has given me more confidence to do so more regularly, particularly how 

to prepare for such sessions”. (28)  

 

Finally, a sub theme running strongly through student reflections was positivity, 

which concerns affective reaction to learning. Amongst the vast majority of students, 

very positive feelings were reported about the usefulness of experiencing anticipatory 

reflection, with a key factor being relevance to future practice as already highlighted 

and echoed in the following examples: 

 

“very important as it represented a situation which is currently progressing and 

ongoing.” (33) 

“really important as this will be a really difficult conversation to have with a member 

of staff over the next few weeks.” (35) 

 

Positivity was also reported in terms of the value of anticipatory reflection more 

generally, and examples included those where students linked consideration of current 

and future practice with reflective learning: 

 

“I can see the impact that using reflection can have on future aspirations.  It has 

made me see a lot more value in reflecting and why it is useful in development.” (26)  

 

 

 

In terms of their tendency to anticipate the future in a more general sense and 

consciously identify opportunities to transfer learning to practice, students were 
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divided between those who felt they did project forward at work, and try and identify 

such opportunities, and those who never did.   A lack of time was overwhelmingly 

cited as the main reason, with lack of opportunity and fear of negative outcomes also 

being mentioned.   Amongst students who did look ahead, motivations often emerged 

from workplace situations such as a difficult situation or meeting, rather than from 

consciously identifying opportunities to apply reflective learning to their practice.  

Many students had never considered projecting ahead, either generally or in terms of 

applying learning, but reported future intentions to do so. 

“I will try to anticipate future events which will help me to cope with them 

effectively.”(20) 

 

Discussion 

Current conditions of rapid change and uncertainly increase focus on the importance 

of the skills of reflective practice to assist with an ongoing process of renewal and 

learning (Colomer et al., 2020).  

 

Challenges experienced by learners in developing these skills are persistent however, 

suggesting new approaches are needed (Marshall et al 2022).  The positive results of 

this study capturing student perspectives, suggest the inclusion of anticipatory 

reflection can make a positive contribution to teaching reflective practice, supporting 

previous limited studies demonstrating positive impact (Beauchamp and Thomas, 

2010; Priest and Seemiller, 2018). 

 In our study the vast majority of students reported being able to imagine future single 

events working through a process of anticipatory reflection, and experiencing real 

value in multiple ways. In relation to the application of reflective learning to practice 



24 

 

however, it is those aspects considered under Theme 4 of the template – Learning 

Transfer Factors, which emerged mostly strongly and are considered here first.  These 

relate to reality, confidence, and positivity. 

The theme which emerged most strongly from the study concerned reality, and high 

levels of realism and personal relevance were reported, which engaged and motivated 

students, as they could see how they could apply their learning to their own practice 

in the near future.  Direct linkages can be seen here with motivation to transfer 

learning which is seen as having a key role in transfer (El-Said et al., 2020; Kuo and 

Tien, 2022),  and much commonality can be observed between benefits described by 

students in this study around levels of engagement, realism, explicit recognition of the 

chances to transfer learning to their future practice, and transfer motivation directly, 

as well as other transfer factors mediated by transfer motivation (El-Said et al., 2022; 

Bhatti et al., 2013), including perceived content validity; reaction and transfer design.  

It is also argued that transfer design impacts positively on self-efficacy, itself a 

recognised transfer factor (Kuo and Tien, 2022), and that if learners can see how to 

transfer learning, they will become more confident in their ability to do so which may 

also increase transfer motivation.  Such confidence in their ability to transfer was also 

reported by students here, as well as more general increases in confidence and self-

belief, relating to positive self-efficacy.  

Whilst one of the benefits of anticipatory reflection cited by many students relates to 

perceived practical relevance and realism however, the events they describe are not 

real but involve the use of imagination, building on reflections on past experiences to 

visualise future occurrences of practice. Benefits of the use of imagination in 

reflective practice are recognised (Coggin et al., 2019), providing the foundation for a 
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more creative role for managers in HR (Buley et al., 2016).  It is interesting to note 

that this process appears to have had no negative impact on relevance, with most 

students reporting high levels of perceived relevance, even though such events were 

imagined.  

The approach taken in the study was to capture the student voice,  exploring 

perceptions of the impact of teaching anticipatory reflection at the level of reaction 

(Kirkpatrick, 1983).  Limitations are acknowledged with responses reflecting a 

snapshot of emotions at a particular time, as opposed to any measure of learning. 

Such perceptions are important in learning transfer however, with Bhatti et al. (2013), 

concluding that whilst ignored by many researchers , there is a positive relationship 

between affective reaction and transfer motivation, supporting a focus on factors 

building positive reactions to learning.   Following their early work on learning 

transfer, Baldwin et al. (2017, p.19) also call for a more “consumer centric” approach 

to facilitating learning transfer, getting “closer to the trainees and how they 

experience learning events… their feelings, attention and search for meaning”. ,and in 

this study positive affective reactions to the use of anticipatory reflection were widely 

reported  by the vast majority of students, who expressed positive feelings about all 

aspects of the process. 

Such reactions were not universal however, reflecting the idea of anticipatory 

reflection as a struggle between experiences and imagined ideals (Coggin et al., 

2019), with a small minority of students finding it hard to engage with imagined 

futures, citing problems with high levels of perceived uncertainty and the 

unpredictability of life, or difficulties struggling to confront issues they didn’t want to 

face. 
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Consideration of themes relating to specific stages of the anticipatory process also 

revealed linkages with learning transfer. Beginning with focus on the learner, in terms 

of visualisation of desired future behaviours, previous work commented on the 

positive and hopeful role anticipatory reflection plays in the development of future 

identities for student teachers (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010), and the development 

of agency and self-efficacy, with exploration of an ideal future self being a positive 

way to project forward towards goals, whilst Kuo and Tien (2022) comment more 

directly on the link between goals and objectives, motivation to learn and learning 

transfer.   In our study the main benefits were reported as being the specific focus this 

provided for feedback from other students, thus increasing its credibility and 

usefulness.  The role of feedback as a transfer factor is also well recognised (Holton et 

al., 2000) and it is probable that the structure of these specific exercises, where 

provision of peer feedback was built in to role play exercises, played a key role in 

student comments on the value of setting behavioural objectives . 

Student reflections on the second and third stages of anticipatory reflection also 

yielded many benefits and whilst less directly linked to learning transfer factors, these 

can be seen to have contributed to perceptions of realism, relevance, and self-efficacy, 

thus contributing to learning transfer motivation.  In particular,  benefits reported 

from practice and planning, (Theme 3), were linked by some students to the 

development of confidence (Oláh, 1995), whilst analysing the future context of the 

situation, (Theme 2), both made it more realistic and helped students to feel more 

prepared.   

 These reflections can be viewed in the context of previous studies linking planning 

for the future with higher levels of self-efficacy, with  Azizli et al. (2015, p.60 ) 
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finding that “continuous planning, consideration of future consequences, and life 

satisfaction are all significantly positively correlated with general self -efficacy, as 

well as with each other”.  

Additional benefits emerging from students reflections on future contexts are also 

highlighted, including increases in self awareness and in particular, the development 

of empathy which emerged very strongly for many students and echoes a previous 

study in relation to the use of anticipatory reflection to further the development of 

empathy amongst medical students (Brand et al., 2016).  

Here, reflections mainly concerned the exercise where students were required to 

consider the future situation from the perspective of the other person involved. 

Writing from alternative perspectives is a well-known technique for increasing 

criticality and generating new perspectives (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018) with 

student reflections being consistent with this, but it is interesting that this is 

specifically highlighted in reference to future behaviour, with most students reflecting 

on their intentions to be more empathic to others involved in the future. 

 

Conclusion 

While recent studies point to the value of teaching the theory of reflection (Marshall 

et al., 2022), it can also be argued that consideration of the future is increasingly vital 

(Gold et al. 2022).   and Within this context, here weconclude that anticipatory 

reflection should be integrated into  Higher Education curricular as an important 

theoretical concept, and one on which learners can base elements of their practice.  

This demands a shift from current retrospective approaches where existing cycles 
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often emphasise action planning as the final stage, to one where visualisation of the 

future has a much more central role. 

 

Implications for Practice 

We suggest that value can be yielded by moving beyond theoretical explication, by 

supporting a call for examples and practical guidance for educators (Veine et al., 

2020).  Within our study we present examples of exercises and techniques used to 

facilitate the understanding and practice of anticipatory reflection, with the aim of 

strengthening linkages between reflection and future practice and increasing learning 

transfer through relevance. Student reflections highlight that reflective writing from 

alternative perspectives (Bolton and Delderfield 2018), could be particularly valuable 

in the development of empathy when applied to future scenarios, which is important 

in the context of calls for empathetic leadership following  the Covid pandemic. 

(Development Dimensions International, 2021b). 

 Limitations . 

Limitations are recognised relating both to the small size of the sample and the fact 

that the researcher is known to students, and whilst reflections have been 

disassociated from biographical data to try and minimise any impact, the possibility of 

positive bias is acknowledged.  The disassociation of data in this way also means it 

not possible to identify any differences between groups of participants. 

The impact of working with peers in a safe environment is also acknowledged as a 

probable contributor to the positive nature of reflections.  Further teaching and 
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research, using larger sample sizes in a broader range of developmental contexts, 

including organisational contexts, are therefore needed.   

Future Research 

We recognise that practice in a classroom setting represents only a mid-step on the 

journey to full learning transfer which needs to take place outside the classroom, with 

application of learning to the workplace, where organisational climate, the 

opportunity to perform, and perceptions of organisational support are all recognised 

as key transfer factors (Kuo and Tien 20220) which have been outside the scope of 

this study.    Further research therefore could usefully take a more longitudinal 

approach, attempting to understand the impact of teaching anticipatory reflection on 

eventual transfer to the reality of the workplace in all its complexity.     
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 

 

Exercise 1:   Imagining future scenarios and reflection on all aspects of the context.   

  

Reflecting on the particular interpersonal skill area you are aiming to focus on, 

identify a specific future situation which you believe is likely to take place, where you 

will need to use that skill and produce two written narratives, using the prompts below 

to help you.  This should be as real as possible and whilst your writing will be 

informed by past experiences, you will also need to use your imagination to fully 

develop your future situation.  

 

Narrative One: Background and Context to the situation.  This should have two parts: 

a. Looking back:  Reflect on the history of the situation and what has happened 

so far, leading up to the future situation, including roles (yours and the other 

person), behaviour and main issues. 

 

b. Looking forward:  Write about the upcoming future situation including roles 

(yours and the other person), behaviour and main issues.  What do you need to 

achieve from the situation? 

Narrative Two:  Writing from an alternative perspective:  Now imagine you are the 

other person in the situation above and repeat the same writing exercises you did in 

exercise One, but this time write it looking through their eyes.   

 

Exercise 2: Identifying desired behaviours to bring to the event.    



35 

 

Reflecting on previous reflections and the analysis you have already done of your own 

behavoiurs, imagine how you would ideally like to behave in the future situation, and 

identify specific behaviours you would like to demonstrate and receive feedback upon. 

 

Examples:  

Student 1. Objective: Become more assertive.  

Behaviours: Relaxed facial expression, open body language, not backing down. 

  

Student Two:  Objective: Improve coaching skills 

Behaviours: Empathy, supportive, good questioning techniques, sociable and 

agreeable.  

  

 

 


