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ABSTRACT 

This study aimed to explore the assessment strategies employed by graduate-level instructors to promote 

critical reflection in academic programs. A qualitative research design was employed, using semi-

structured interviews to gather data from 19 university instructors in Tehran with experience teaching at 

the graduate level. Participants were purposively selected from a range of disciplines, ensuring variation 

in assessment practices and pedagogical approaches. Data collection continued until theoretical 

saturation was reached. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using 

thematic analysis supported by NVivo software. Open coding was followed by axial and selective coding 

to identify major themes, subthemes, and emergent concepts. Three primary themes emerged from the 

analysis: (1) Reflective Assessment Design, including the use of journals, structured prompts, rubrics, 

multimodal formats, and iterative reflection cycles; (2) Instructor Facilitation Strategies, such as dialogic 

feedback, emotional safety, peer-based reflection, and scaffolding techniques; and (3) Institutional 

Support Mechanisms, involving flexible assessment policies, professional development, technological 

resources, and interdepartmental collaboration. Participants emphasized that critical reflection was best 

supported when assessment design was intentional, reflection was scaffolded over time, and institutional 

structures were responsive to innovative pedagogy. Cultural responsiveness and emotional safety were 

also found to be critical enablers of deep student reflection. The study highlights the multidimensional 

nature of reflective assessment and underscores the need for deliberate instructional design, faculty 

facilitation, and institutional alignment to support critical reflection in graduate education. Findings 

suggest that effective reflective practices are context-sensitive, requiring cultural awareness, iterative 

design, and sustained institutional support. The insights contribute to the global discourse on reflective 

pedagogy by offering evidence from a non-Western academic setting. 

Keywords: Critical reflection, graduate education, assessment strategies, reflective pedagogy, 

qualitative research, higher education, faculty development, Tehran. 
 

 

Introduction 

The development of critical reflection is widely recognized as a cornerstone of transformative learning in higher education, 

particularly in graduate-level programs where learners are expected to move beyond content acquisition toward deeper 

engagement with knowledge, self, and context (Mezirow, 1997). As global academic discourse increasingly emphasizes 21st-

century skills—critical thinking, metacognition, and self-regulated learning—graduate education must prioritize the design of 

assessments that cultivate these capabilities (Brookfield, 2017; Boud & Molloy, 2013). Among these pedagogical priorities, 

reflective assessment has emerged as a strategic instructional approach to foster deeper learning and professional identity 

formation in postgraduate students (Moon, 2004). Yet, despite its acknowledged value, reflective assessment often remains 
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unevenly implemented, conceptually ambiguous, and unsupported at the institutional level (Ryan, 2013). This study seeks to 

investigate how graduate-level educators design and enact assessment strategies that meaningfully promote critical reflection. 

Critical reflection, distinct from mere self-evaluation, involves a process of questioning underlying assumptions, analyzing 

personal and contextual influences, and generating transformative insights (Fook & Gardner, 2007). In graduate programs—

ranging from education and social work to health sciences and business—reflection is not simply a pedagogical technique but 

a critical developmental function that supports students' capacity to navigate complexity, ambiguity, and ethical decision-

making in professional practice (Schön, 1983; Larrivee, 2000). Moreover, reflection supports integration of disciplinary 

knowledge with lived experience, thereby enhancing adaptive expertise (Hatton & Smith, 1995). However, the challenge lies 

in ensuring that reflection is not relegated to a perfunctory exercise but is instead embedded through well-structured assessment 

strategies that include intentional design, explicit criteria, and meaningful feedback (Boud, Keogh, & Walker, 1985). 

Recent scholarship underscores the importance of scaffolding reflective practices through assessment mechanisms such as 

structured prompts, rubrics, and dialogic feedback (Yan, 2020; Spalding & Wilson, 2002). Research indicates that when 

students are provided with explicit criteria for what constitutes high-quality reflection, their cognitive engagement increases, 

and their responses exhibit greater depth, criticality, and personal insight (Driessen et al., 2005). Additionally, assessment 

strategies that include formative feedback loops, multimodal expression, and peer-based reflection have been shown to cultivate 

reflective habits and support metacognitive development (Carless & Boud, 2018). Despite these promising insights, studies 

also suggest that institutional constraints, lack of faculty training, and insufficient clarity in reflective expectations often 

undermine implementation efforts (Ryan & Ryan, 2015; Clegg, 2004). 

The pedagogical function of reflective assessment in graduate education extends beyond academic outcomes to influence 

students’ professional identity formation and emotional resilience. In fields like nursing, teaching, and counseling, reflective 

assessment is integral to fostering dispositions such as empathy, ethical sensitivity, and cultural competence (Mann, Gordon, 

& MacLeod, 2009). Moreover, reflection encourages learners to evaluate their positionality and bias—capacities essential for 

equitable and socially just professional practice (Brookfield, 2017). In this context, assessment must move beyond the 

traditional testing paradigm toward approaches that value personal narrative, subjective interpretation, and emotional labor—

elements historically marginalized in academic evaluation (Bolton, 2010). However, this shift requires institutional courage 

and innovation, particularly in academic cultures that prioritize standardization and objectivity. 

A growing body of qualitative research has explored how reflective assessment is experienced by both instructors and 

students across different disciplines. For instance, Wald and Reis (2010) examined structured reflective writing in medical 

education and found that students were better able to process emotionally intense clinical experiences. Similarly, Loughran 

(2002) highlighted the value of reflective portfolios in teacher education as a space for integrating theory with classroom 

realities. Yet, what remains underexplored is how instructors conceptualize and enact assessment strategies that deliberately 

promote reflection within the constraints and affordances of their institutional contexts. Particularly in non-Western contexts, 

such as Iran, where cultural and educational traditions may shape different orientations to reflection and assessment, empirical 

research is still limited (Khodabandelou, 2016). 

Assessment strategies that promote reflection must be contextually situated, acknowledging cultural values, institutional 

norms, and disciplinary epistemologies. In collectivist contexts, for example, students may be less accustomed to individualistic 

forms of reflection and more inclined toward communal or dialogic forms of learning (Hofstede, 2001). Therefore, effective 

reflective assessment must be adaptable—employing diverse modes of engagement such as collaborative reflection, digital 

storytelling, and visual metaphors to accommodate varied learning identities and preferences (Lee & Chiu, 2021). Instructors 
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must also attend to the emotional and relational dynamics of reflective work, creating safe spaces for vulnerability and 

uncertainty, both of which are often suppressed in academic environments (Zembylas & Michaelides, 2004). 

Moreover, critical reflection is not a spontaneous act but a skill that requires developmental support. This involves 

scaffolding students' reflective capacities over time through cycles of feedback, metacognitive training, and increasing levels 

of complexity (Moon, 2004; Kember et al., 2008). To that end, effective assessment design includes specific pedagogical 

strategies such as the use of staged reflections, rubrics that define levels of criticality, and exemplars that illustrate reflective 

sophistication. Faculty play a pivotal role in modeling reflective inquiry and in creating opportunities for dialogic engagement 

where reflection is not merely written but spoken, contested, and socially co-constructed (Rodgers, 2002). 

However, facilitating critical reflection through assessment is not without challenges. Instructors often report difficulties in 

evaluating subjective content, maintaining consistency across assessors, and allocating sufficient time within curriculum 

constraints (Ryan, 2011). Additionally, some students may resist reflection if they perceive it as irrelevant, overly emotional, 

or incompatible with disciplinary conventions (Ash & Clayton, 2009). These challenges highlight the need for faculty 

development programs that equip instructors with practical tools, theoretical frameworks, and peer support networks to design 

and assess reflection meaningfully (Jay & Johnson, 2002). 

The present study responds to these concerns by exploring the assessment strategies that instructors use to foster critical 

reflection in graduate-level programs in Tehran. By adopting a qualitative design and engaging instructors across disciplines, 

the study aims to illuminate the pedagogical principles, design features, and institutional supports that underpin effective 

reflective assessment. It also examines the tensions and constraints faced by educators as they navigate institutional 

expectations and cultural norms while trying to promote critical reflection. In doing so, the study contributes to the growing 

scholarship on reflective pedagogy by offering context-sensitive insights and practical implications for curriculum design, 

faculty development, and policy reform. 

Ultimately, if reflection is to serve as a transformative force in graduate education, it must be deeply embedded in assessment 

practices that are intentional, inclusive, and pedagogically sound. This study offers a nuanced understanding of how such 

strategies are conceived and enacted by instructors working within the socio-cultural and institutional landscape of Iranian 

higher education. It builds on global insights while contributing locally grounded evidence to inform future efforts in curriculum 

innovation and assessment reform. 

Methods and Materials 

Study Design and Participants 

This study employed a qualitative research design aimed at exploring assessment strategies that foster critical reflection 

among graduate-level students. The interpretive nature of qualitative inquiry was particularly suitable for examining 

participants’ lived experiences, beliefs, and contextual understandings related to reflective assessment practices. A purposive 

sampling strategy was used to recruit participants with direct experience in teaching or designing assessment in graduate 

programs, ensuring rich and relevant data aligned with the study’s objectives. 

A total of 19 participants, all residing and working in Tehran, were involved in the study. Participants included university 

professors, curriculum designers, and assessment coordinators from various public and private higher education institutions. 

Inclusion criteria required that participants had at least three years of teaching or assessment experience at the graduate level. 

Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning no new themes emerged in the final rounds of 

interviews. 
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Data Collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews conducted in face-to-face sessions. An interview guide 

was developed based on a review of relevant literature and was structured to elicit participants’ views on assessment strategies, 

their implementation, and their perceived effectiveness in encouraging critical reflection. The interviews included open-ended 

questions such as “What assessment methods do you use to promote critical thinking and reflection in your graduate courses?” 

and “Can you describe a specific example where a reflective assessment strategy was particularly successful or unsuccessful?” 

Each interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes and was audio-recorded with the participants' informed consent. The 

recordings were transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy and preserve the richness of the data. 

Data analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data. The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework, 

including familiarization with data, initial code generation, theme identification, theme review, theme definition and naming, 

and report writing. The qualitative data analysis software NVivo was employed to assist in organizing, coding, and retrieving 

data systematically. Open coding was applied to the initial data, followed by axial and selective coding to refine and categorize 

emergent themes. 

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study, strategies such as member checking, peer debriefing, and maintaining an audit 

trail were utilized. Member checking involved presenting selected findings to a subset of participants for validation, while peer 

debriefing sessions with fellow researchers helped reduce bias and enhance interpretive accuracy. 

Findings and Results 

Theme 1: Reflective Assessment Design 

Integration of Reflective Tasks 

Participants consistently emphasized the importance of integrating structured reflective tasks into assessment design. 

Commonly mentioned tools included reflective journals, self-assessment forms, and project-based inquiries. These formats 

helped students move beyond surface-level responses to analyze their assumptions and learning processes. One participant 

shared, "When I ask students to write a critical incident journal after a field activity, they begin to see the gap between theory 

and real-world application." Reflective assignments were also seen as fostering double-loop learning and deeper critical 

engagement. 

Structured Reflection Prompts 

Another key strategy involved using guided prompts to scaffold student reflection. These prompts often revolved around 

thematic reflection questions and metacognitive framing, allowing students to move from description to interpretation and 

judgment. A faculty member noted, "We provide reflection stems like ‘I realized that...’ or ‘Initially I thought...’ to nudge 

deeper analysis. Otherwise, students just describe what happened." 

Alignment with Learning Outcomes 

Participants highlighted the need to align reflective assessments with intended learning outcomes, especially those that 

required cognitive complexity. Reflection was most effective when it was intentionally mapped to goals such as ethical 

reasoning or integration of theory into practice. As one interviewee put it, "Reflection must not be a stand-alone activity. It 

should connect to what we are trying to achieve in the course cognitively and professionally." 

Use of Rubrics for Reflection 
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Rubrics were commonly used to clarify expectations and evaluate depth of reflection. Participants used criteria such as 

insightfulness, connection to theory, and evolution of thinking. Rubrics helped shift reflection from a subjective to a 

developmental practice. A respondent remarked, "Without a rubric, students feel lost—when they see examples of levels of 

reflection, they aim higher." 

Multimodal Assessment Formats 

Several instructors explored diverse formats beyond traditional writing, including video logs, digital storytelling, and peer-

reviewed portfolios. These formats allowed students to choose expressive modalities aligned with their learning styles. One 

participant explained, "One of my students created a short animation to reflect on their learning journey. It was insightful and 

honest—more than they would write." 

Progressive Reflection Cycles 

Participants noted the importance of longitudinal and cyclical reflection. Implementing checkpoints across the semester 

encouraged iterative thinking and self-monitoring. A professor shared, "We build in reflection after each module, so they can 

see how their perspectives change over time. It’s about documenting a cognitive journey." 

Interdisciplinary Integration 

Participants described efforts to connect reflections across courses or disciplines, thereby broadening students’ critical 

thinking and integrative capacity. For instance, one participant said, "We asked students to reflect on how leadership concepts 

apply in both education and health courses. That comparative thinking made their reflection more layered." 

Theme 2: Instructor Facilitation Strategies 

Feedback for Deeper Thinking 

Participants underlined the importance of instructor feedback that challenges students to rethink their assumptions. Methods 

included prompting elaboration, questioning logic, and offering formative commentary. As one participant stated, "I ask follow-

up questions like ‘Why do you think that happened?’ or ‘What would you do differently?’ It forces them to re-engage with 

their learning." 

Creating a Safe Reflective Climate 

A psychologically safe classroom climate was seen as essential for authentic reflection. Instructors emphasized non-

evaluative feedback, emotional validation, and modeling vulnerability. One faculty member remarked, "If students think 

they’re being judged, they’ll write what they think we want to hear—not what they really believe." 

Scaffolding Reflective Dialogue 

Many participants reported that workshops, sentence stems, and guided group discussions were useful in scaffolding 

reflective conversations. These strategies supported students who were new to reflective practice. As one participant put it, 

"We can’t expect deep reflection from day one. We have to teach them how to do it through modeling and coaching." 

Encouraging Peer Reflection 

Peer-based reflective activities such as dialog journals and collaborative debriefings were also reported. These created shared 

meaning and highlighted multiple perspectives. A participant shared, "When they see how differently others interpreted the 

same event, it stretches their thinking and validates their experience." 

Time Allocation for Reflection 

Several instructors raised concerns about time constraints and noted that deliberate scheduling of reflection periods 

improved the quality of student submissions. One stated, "When reflection is squeezed into the end of a session, it becomes 

mechanical. But if you create real time for it, students actually engage." 

Encouragement of Reflexivity 



Sheybani & Jalilvand 

 6 

Beyond structured reflection, many instructors encouraged reflexivity—awareness of one's positionality, assumptions, and 

cultural filters. This was often achieved through readings, class discussions, or reflective prompts. One participant noted, "I 

ask them to consider how their own identity shapes what they see and don’t see. That’s where real learning starts." 

Theme 3: Institutional Support Mechanisms 

Assessment Policy Flexibility 

Participants identified rigid institutional policies as barriers to reflective assessment. Flexible guidelines were necessary to 

support innovative assessment types. A participant commented, "If the department requires uniform quizzes, there’s no room 

for journals or portfolios. Policy must allow experimentation." 

Professional Development 

Ongoing training in reflective pedagogy was seen as a critical enabler. Workshops, mentoring, and faculty learning 

communities helped instructors refine their approaches. One participant shared, "I didn’t understand how to teach reflection 

until I attended a training on metacognitive strategies—it changed everything." 

Resource Accessibility 

Access to digital platforms and reflective tools was essential for both instructors and students. Participants cited the need 

for centralized repositories, writing support, and audio/video reflection tools. One faculty member explained, "Our university’s 

LMS now includes a reflection journal tool, which makes it easier to integrate into every course." 

Recognition and Incentives 

Recognition of reflective teaching through awards or research opportunities encouraged faculty engagement. Participants 

expressed that institutional acknowledgment validated their pedagogical choices. A participant said, "When my department 

highlighted my course’s reflective design in a faculty newsletter, it motivated me to keep innovating." 

Interdepartmental Collaboration 

Collaboration across departments fostered the sharing of successful reflective practices and reduced instructional silos. As 

one instructor noted, "We created a cross-faculty committee to co-design interdisciplinary assessments. The reflections were 

richer because students had to link concepts from different domains." 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The findings of this study reveal a rich landscape of reflective assessment practices used by graduate-level instructors in 

Tehran, characterized by intentional design, dynamic instructor facilitation, and varying degrees of institutional support. The 

results highlight three overarching themes—reflective assessment design, instructor facilitation strategies, and institutional 

support mechanisms—each consisting of multiple subthemes and contextualized by practical approaches and nuanced insights. 

These findings align with and extend the existing literature on reflective pedagogy in higher education, suggesting both 

convergence and culturally situated distinctions in the implementation of assessment strategies to foster critical reflection. 

The first major theme—Reflective Assessment Design—emphasizes the value of structured, aligned, and multimodal 

assessment formats. Participants strongly advocated for integrating reflective tasks into assessment through journals, incident 

reports, portfolios, and project-based inquiries. This finding is consistent with Boud, Keogh, and Walker (1985), who argue 

that the design of reflective tasks must involve more than an invitation to write; rather, it requires a framework that scaffolds 

insight and personal growth. Similarly, Moon (2004) highlights the necessity of structured reflection prompts and alignment 

with learning outcomes to avoid superficiality. The emphasis on rubrics and clear criteria in this study reflects findings by 

Driessen et al. (2005), who found that students benefit significantly from having concrete evaluative tools that demystify what 

"critical reflection" entails. Furthermore, the use of multimodal formats such as video logs and digital storytelling resonates 
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with research by Lee and Chiu (2021), who advocate for culturally responsive, flexible reflective modalities that cater to diverse 

learning styles. 

An especially salient insight from the participants was the use of progressive reflection cycles—multiple, iterative 

checkpoints for reflective tasks over time. This approach aligns with the metacognitive models proposed by Kember et al. 

(2008), where reflection deepens across temporal stages when deliberately scaffolded. Additionally, the subtheme of 

interdisciplinary integration illustrates how educators encourage students to connect insights across course boundaries, echoing 

Schön’s (1983) argument that reflection-in-action flourishes when learners make sense of complex, cross-contextual 

experiences. 

The second theme—Instructor Facilitation Strategies—highlights the active role educators play in cultivating a climate 

where reflection can flourish. Feedback practices were central to this theme, with participants noting that depth in student 

reflection is often the result of sustained instructor questioning and prompting. This reflects findings by Carless and Boud 

(2018), who emphasize the importance of dialogic feedback in stimulating reflective thinking. Additionally, the emphasis on 

psychological safety and emotional validation speaks to Zembylas and Michaelides’ (2004) assertion that reflective pedagogy 

is as much an affective endeavor as a cognitive one. Participants in this study repeatedly stressed that students must feel safe 

to be vulnerable—especially when engaging in reflexivity about their own biases and assumptions. This mirrors Brookfield’s 

(2017) work on critical reflection as a disruptive, emotionally charged process requiring instructor sensitivity. 

Another significant facilitator identified by instructors was the use of structured reflection dialogue, such as sentence stems 

and guided discussions. These scaffolds are vital in supporting learners who may be unfamiliar with reflective discourse, 

especially in contexts where educational traditions emphasize content mastery over introspective engagement. This finding 

corresponds with research by Hatton and Smith (1995), who propose that guided reflective dialogue can gradually move 

students from descriptive accounts to deeper levels of criticality. Similarly, the emphasis on peer reflection in this study is 

aligned with Ash and Clayton (2009), who found that structured peer engagement enhances reflective depth by exposing 

students to alternative perspectives and interpretations. 

The third theme—Institutional Support Mechanisms—provides a broader contextual lens. Participants revealed that 

institutional flexibility in assessment policy is crucial for reflective practices to take root. When rigid, standardized evaluation 

systems dominate, there is limited room for the implementation of reflective tools. This challenge has been echoed in studies 

by Ryan (2011) and Clegg (2004), who highlight the tensions between innovation and institutional conformity. Equally 

important is the role of professional development, which participants viewed as essential for equipping instructors with the 

pedagogical literacy required to teach and assess reflection effectively. These findings underscore the need for faculty learning 

communities and structured workshops focused specifically on reflective practice, as noted by Jay and Johnson (2002). 

The importance of resource accessibility—such as digital platforms for journaling or visual reflection—further supports 

Bolton’s (2010) call for integrating reflection into the digital learning ecosystem. Access to institutional tools not only reduces 

the logistical barriers for instructors but also encourages students to engage in continuous, technologically mediated reflection. 

Finally, interdepartmental collaboration emerged as a unique and powerful enabler of reflective assessment. Participants 

described how cross-disciplinary efforts helped them design more integrated and meaningful assessments. This supports 

Loughran’s (2002) findings that collaborative reflective spaces enhance the authenticity and transferability of student learning. 

Collectively, these findings reinforce the multidimensional nature of reflective assessment in graduate education. They 

confirm that critical reflection is not an incidental outcome but a pedagogically orchestrated process requiring careful planning, 

sustained instructor engagement, and systemic support. The data also suggest that while many of the strategies used in Tehran 
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mirror global best practices, they are uniquely adapted to local cultural, institutional, and epistemological contexts—

highlighting the importance of cultural responsiveness in reflective pedagogy (Hofstede, 2001; Khodabandelou, 2016). 
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