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Research on Reflective Practice in TESOL, by Thomas S. C. Farrell (2018), is a very 

comprehensive book and includes nine chapters focusing on 138 research studies on 

reflective practices in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). The 

book could be used as a well-organised guide for those who are interested in finding out 

more about research studies that have been conducted on teacher reflective practice over 

the past decade. Looking at the structural side of the book, it can be said that the chapters 

are easy to scan through because each one includes an introduction, which summarises 

what the chapter entails, and a conclusion, which summarises the content of the chapter. 

Thus, the reader can easily navigate through the book. In terms of its content, both pre-

service and in-service teachers as well as teacher trainers can benefit equally from the 

book if they would like to learn more about the empirical body of literature written on 

the realm of reflective practice. The reflective questions provided for each section in 

each chapter would especially be invaluable for practitioners, as these questions would 

help them reflect in a more systematic and detailed way. 

Reflection is a concept reportedly dating as far back as ancient Greece, where it was 

utilised as a method of stimulating critical thinking. In the field of teaching, the act of 

reflection, or reflective teacher practice, refers to teachers’ analysing, critiquing, 

mulling over and self-evaluating their practices, beliefs or assumptions related to 

teaching (Malmir and Mohammadi 2018). Reflective teacher practice has become a 

strongly advocated practice in the field of education for teachers to improve their 

practice because it stimulates a critical examination of their teaching practices and habits 

(Pitsoe and Maila 2013). As a result, reflective teacher practice has been the centre of 

investigation in a great body of educational research, from different vantage points. One 
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such an attempt to organise the high number of research studies conducted on reflective 

teacher practice is made by Farrell (2018) in Research on Reflective Practice in TESOL. 

“The unexamined life is not worth living” is a quote by Socrates, and it appears at the 

beginning of Farrell’s book to emphasise the weight of reflection in not only education 

but also in other professional fields. The author points out that numerous attempts have 

been made to explain what reflection or reflective practice is within different 

professional fields, and notes that such attempts have also been made in the field of 

language teaching in the form of educational research because it is an indispensable part 

of teaching and learning. Taking this as an impetus, the author aims to inspire language 

teachers and educators to reflect on their practice by using previously conducted 

research studies on reflective practice as a springboard. 

In his book, Farrell aims to help teacher trainers gain a deeper understanding of what 

reflective practice is, and how it is carried out. In accordance with this aim, the book is 

divided into nine chapters, each orbiting around one central issue related to reflective 

practice. From chapter 2, each chapter weaves a series of reflective questions into the 

chapter for the reader to reflect actively on their own reflective practice, which could be 

practical for teacher candidates, in-service teachers, or teacher trainers to reflect on their 

teaching or teacher training practices. 

The first chapter serves as an introduction to the book where Farrell begins by 

explaining the procedure and the thought process that went into the selection of the 

studies included in the book. The author first refers to the resources he used in the search 

process such as the use of key words and databases. Then, he explains the review and 

appraisal stages of the studies built on specific criteria and questions, thus providing the 

reader with the answers to the “whys” and “hows” of how the studies included in the 

book were selected. Finally, the author expands on the methodology he constructed, 

which he describes as his own recently developed holistic framework for reflecting on 

practice. The author claims that this framework does not merely focus on the intellectual 

or cognitive aspects of reflective practice but also on the moral and emotional aspects. 

The chapter continues with a brief summary of what each chapter of the book entails, 

highlighting distinctive features of the book, and it closes with a description of the target 

readers for whom the book is intended, including a wide range of audiences from 

graduate students writing theses to novice teachers, and from TESOL teachers to 

administrators. Shortly, anyone who is interested in educational reflective practice is 

defined as a potential reader whose needs the book intends to address. 

In Chapter 2, Farrell restates the difficulty of defining what “reflection” is because it 

has been defined numerous times using different terminology such as “reflective 

practice”, “reflection-in-action” and “critical reflection”. The author outlines how these 

concepts have been defined in the 138 research studies he selected under practical, 

cognitive, metacognitive, critical, moral, and learner elements as defined by Akbari, 

Behzadpoor and Dadvand (2010). In addition to various definitions offered in different 
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research studies, the author lists the two most frequently cited scholars in the selected 

research studies, John Dewey and Donald Schön, and their contributions to reflective 

practice. However, the author claims that their frameworks lack elements of 

“philosophy, principles, theory, practice, and beyond practice,” (p. 31) and these are 

added and defined by the author himself to include “the whole person as teacher as well 

as the issues that teachers want to reflect on” (p. 31). These five elements or stages in 

reflective practice are further explained in detail in chapters 3 through 7. All in all, 

through Chapter 2, the author gives an in-depth inclusion and analysis of what meanings 

have been attributed to reflective practice, which constitutes a well-drawn outline about 

theoretical origins and underpinnings of reflective practice on which the author built his 

own theoretical framework. 

From chapters 3 through 7, Farrell shifts from providing theoretical background to 

focusing on research studies conducted on reflective practice, choosing one element of 

reflective practice – philosophy, principle, theory, practice, and beyond practice 

respectively – and its combinations with other elements of reflective practice, as the 

focal point in each chapter. Chapter 3, for example, outlines research conducted on the 

element of philosophy and its combinations with elements of principles, theory, 

practice, and beyond practice. The studies in the chapter include reflective practices of 

both pre-service and in-service teachers as well as the central theme of teacher identity, 

an increasingly popular area of research in TESOL. The chapter does a great job 

presenting teachers not only as professionals performing a job, being evaluated on 

checklists, but also as human beings with their distinct senses of self. Thus, the studies 

in the chapter allow the reader to capture the place of identity in teachers’ reflective 

practice starting from the training stage into the actual teaching stage. Chapters 3 

through 7 are practical for the reader to find examples of the kind of research studies in 

which they are interested. This is mainly due to the author’s categorisation system and 

the effective use of headings for the different kinds of research studies reviewed 

throughout the book. 

Chapter 8 differs from the previous chapters with its emphasis on the research studies 

investigating the use of reflective instruments at teachers’ disposal. The instruments are 

listed from the most frequently used (e.g., different kinds of discussion as in teacher 

development or study groups) to the least frequently used (e.g., narrative studies). The 

place of each instrument as reflective tools are presented in detail by referring to various 

research studies, thus providing a general framework made up of real life experiences 

from which the reader can get ideas as to how to make use of these reflective tools 

within their own practice. 

Farrell concludes the book with the ninth chapter on appraisal, where he informs the 

reader about the kinds of participants, contexts and settings of the 138 research studies 

included in the book. Pre-service and in-service teachers are reportedly given an almost 

equal amount of attention in these research studies, and most of the studies have been 

conducted at university contexts. The Asian context makes up half of the studies listed 
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by Farrell in the book, and it is followed by Europe and North America. However, there 

is a lack of studies regarding Africa. Moving from participants, contexts and settings, 

the author revisits the definition of the terms “reflection” and “reflective practice”, 

reminding the reader one more time of the difficulty of defining these terms. In a way, 

the research studies he addresses prove his claim that more than half the studies cannot 

provide a clear, categorical definition of reflection or reflective practice. He then moves 

on to the kinds of methods used in the research studies, reporting that 70% of the studies 

have been conducted using qualitative means of data collection. The objectives of the 

studies were dominated by an encouragement of teachers to engage in reflective 

practice, using different points of reflection alone, as well as in relation with other points 

of reflection. Farrell refers to his holistic theoretical framework one more time, touching 

upon each component (i.e., philosophy, principle, theory, practice, and beyond 

practice). The author briefly summarises the instruments used in the research studies, 

and then he restates his objective in writing the book and the criteria he used in choosing 

the research studies the book encompasses. 

The final chapter acts as a closing reflection in which Farrell self-critiques on various 

matters related to his writing process. For instance, although he included 138 empirical 

studies conducted on reflective practice in the book, he admits that the book is not fully 

comprehensive, which may be regarded as true because there is no reference to any 

other books written on reflective practice. As useful as it is to include empirical articles 

published in journals, it would have been equally useful to refer to some books to fulfil 

one of the author’s purposes in writing this book, which is to “further clarify our 

understanding of what reflective practice is” (p. 144). For future editions of the book, 

the inclusion of other sources could definitely be incorporated into the content. Making 

use of merely empirical articles is an obvious limitation of the book, as Farrell himself 

confesses; however, he provides the reader with the titles of some other books and 

claims that they may fill the gap that his book has failed to fill. One important criticism 

would be related to the scope of the empirical articles he included. Even though there 

are 138 empirical articles in total, only three of these belong to African context. It may 

be because of the lack of original studies; however, for future editions, increasing this 

number could help the book to be read by more audience. 

Farrell’s book could be used as a well-organised guide for those who are interested in 

finding out more about what research studies have been conducted on teacher reflective 

practice over the past decade. Looking at a more mechanical side of the book, it is 

possible to say that the chapters are easy to scan through because each one includes an 

introduction, which summarises what the chapter entails, and a conclusion, which 

summarises the content of the chapter. Thus, the reader can easily navigate through the 

book. In terms of its content, both pre-service and in-service teachers as well as teacher 

trainers can equally benefit from the book if they would like to learn more about the 

empirical body of literature written on the realm of reflective practice. However, for 

those who would like to be more informed about the history and theory behind reflective 

practice, this book could be supported by other books which undertake the history and 
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theory of reflection and reflective practice in a more detailed manner. On a final note, 

the reflective questions the author provides for each section in each chapter would 

especially be invaluable for practitioners, be it pre-service or in-service, as these 

questions would help practitioners reflect in a more systematic and detailed way. 
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