
The Reflective Judgment Model: 
Implications for Service-learning and Reflection 

© Susan K. Wolcott and Cindy L. Lynch, 2000 
 
The attached table provides guidance to educators on an important student characteristic—stage 
of reflective judgment—that is likely to have a major impact on how students respond in service-
learning educational environments. The table identifies the likely responses of students operating 
at different stages of reflective judgment and offers suggestions for stage-appropriate reflection 
questions. For a detailed discussion of the theory underlying the table, see Lynch et al. (1998). 
 
The attached table includes the following items: 
?? A brief summary of the epistemological beliefs (i.e., beliefs about knowledge) that might 

hinder student performance for stages 3-6 (out of 7) of the reflective judgment model of adult 
cognitive development (King and Kitchener, 1994). The beliefs were obtained from Lynch et 
al. (1998, 30-33, adapted from Kitchener and King, 1985/1996 and King and Kitchener, 
1994). 

?? A brief description of how students who operate at each reflective judgment stage are likely 
to respond to service-learning activities and the reflection (e.g., journal writing or class 
discussions) that they might be asked to perform.  The discussion focuses on problems that 
educators might encounter with their students. 

?? Suggestions for stage-appropriate reflection questions that educators can pose to their 
students to challenge their beliefs (adapted from Wolcott, 2000). 

 
 
 



 
 
Reflective  
Judgment 

Level 

Reflective Judgment Beliefs That 
May Hinder Performance1 

Implications for Service-learning and 
Reflection 

Suggestions for Reflection Questions2 

3 ??Uncertainty either does not exist or is 
merely temporary 

??Knowledgeable persons or experts know 
or will find correct answers to all 
problems 

??Until experts can agree, opinions are 
equally correct or equally biased guesses 

??It is sufficient to view problems 
holistically without attention to realistic 
complexities 

Students operating at this level expect 
"experts" to provide them with all answers, 
and thus are not likely to exhibit initiative 
in developing their own solutions to 
problems.  They are also unlikely to engage 
in meaningful self-reflection because they 
do not understand their own role in their 
learning.  They are likely to exhibit 
confusion in service-learning activities and 
reflection. 

??Why might experts disagree about the 
best solution to this problem? 

??Why is there no single "correct" answer 
to this problem? 

??What aspects of the problem involve 
significant uncertainty? 

??What are the possible solutions to this 
problem? 

??What are some of the different 
perspectives related to this problem? 

4 ??It is sufficient to simply stack up evidence 
that supports one’s opinion 

??Conflicting points of view for which 
evidence can be provided are equally 
valid 

??Uncertainty is due only to specific 
limitations such as lost or incorrect 
reporting of data, limited resources, or 
inability to correctly predict the future 

??Criticizing an argument is the same as 
criticizing the person who makes the 
argument 

??Experts are biased persons who are 
simply promoting their own agenda 

Students operating at this level tend to be 
open to new situations, and they no longer 
expect experts to solve all problems for 
them.  Unfortunately, they tend to be rather 
limited in their understanding of problems.  
While they assert that they are open to 
others' viewpoints, they often stack-up 
support for their own position without 
giving careful consideration to alternatives.  
Their self-reflection is likely to appear 
superficial, and they are likely to be overly 
confident in their own performance. 

??What factors might be considered in 
addressing this problem? 

??How might various pieces of information 
in this problem be interpreted in multiple 
ways? 

??Can you take a perspective other than 
your own and explain this problem from 
that perspective? 

??What is the difference between evaluating 
an argument and judging people? 

??How might you organize the information 
in this problem to help you reach a 
conclusion? 

 
1  Beliefs that may hinder performance were obtained from Lynch et al. (1998, 30-33, adapted from Kitchener and King, 1985/1996 
and King and Kitchener, 1994). 
2  Adapted from Wolcott (2000). 



(continued) 
 
Reflective  
Judgment 

Level 

Reflective Judgment Beliefs That 
May Hinder Performance1 

Implications for Service-learning and 
Reflection 

Suggestions for Reflection Questions2 

5 ??Endorsing one alternative denies the 
legitimacy of other alternatives 

??Problem solutions may be justified only 
within a given context or from a given 
perspective, making it very difficult to 
endorse and justify a solution as the best 
alternative 

??There are no overarching criteria by 
which to choose among competing 
evidence-based interpretations or 
solutions 

Students operating at this level are capable 
of understanding problems in a very 
complex way.  They can understand 
multiple viewpoints and qualitatively 
interpret evidence.  These students' greatest 
difficulty is in reaching and defending a 
single solution as most reasonable when 
faced with open-ended problems.  
Accordingly, they are likely to have 
difficulty using reflection as a means to 
draw conclusions or make plans.  They are 
also likely to be overly self-critical.  

??How did you choose across alternative 
solutions? 

??Given your setting and audience, how 
might you articulate and justify your 
solution? 

??What were your initial preferences, and 
how did you control for them in reaching 
a conclusion to this problem? 

??How would you respond to arguments 
that support other viable solutions? 

6 ??Points of view about specific situations 
may be judged as better than others only 
in a very tentative way based on one’s 
evaluations of experts’ positions or the 
pragmatics of the situation at hand 

??There are no generalized principles and 
procedures that can be used to further 
investigate one’s tentative resolution to 
the problem 

Students operating at this level can not only 
analyze problems complexly, but they can 
also reach and adequately defend 
reasonable solutions to open-ended 
problems.  Their difficulty lies in 
recognizing the ongoing nature of open-
ended problems; they might not recognize 
the need to establish plans to monitor and 
adjust performance as new information is 
obtained or as changes occur.  This 
difficulty is likely to also arise in their self-
reflection activities. 

??What are the limitations of your solution, 
and what are the implications of those 
limitations? 

??After introducing new information:  How 
might the new information cause you to 
reassess your solution? 

??What strategies could be implemented to 
monitor the results of your 
recommendations? 

 
1  Beliefs that may hinder performance were obtained from Lynch et al. (1998, 30-33, adapted from Kitchener and King, 1985/1996 
and King and Kitchener, 1994). 
2  Adapted from Wolcott (2000). 
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