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This paper is focused on the concepts of reflection, pracademics and Cognitive Apprentices
used within work-based learning contexts. A hermeneutic phenomenological dialogic
exchange was conducted between the authors to gain an in-depth interpretive analysis of the
concepts of reflection, pracademics and Cognitive Apprentices. It is evident that reflection is
not easy to teach and that modelling it as a practice as ‘thinking out aloud’ could be beneficial
for a novice in their own reflective development. Whether, however, pracademics are best
suited as Cognitive Apprentices is still contested and debated. Whilst it is undeniably
challenging to achieve the “tri-professional” role of the well-rounded academic (subject
expertise, research expertise, and pedagogic expertise), and perhaps realistically no academic
is likely to have an equally weighted pie chart of professional abilities, our argument is that to
be an academic means embracing the notion of developing in all these arenas.
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Introduction

This paper will define, describe and explore the intersection between three key concepts:
reflection, pracademics and the Cognitive Apprentice. However, first the context of work-

based learning (WBL) as the learning framework will be explained.
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WBL bridges the skills gap as well as the gap between academia and practice (Gerhardt and
Annon, 2023; Konstantinou and Miller, 2021; Rowe et al., 2016). WBL is a specific mode or
form of teaching within Work-integrated Learning more broadly where the student as
learner is in full time employment as part of their course (Cooper et al., 2010). For example,
in the UK Higher Degree Apprenticeships (HDAs) is a growing form of WBL where a student
is 80% on the job and 20% off-the-job while learning (Horden, 2015). These work-based
learners are regularly engaged in academic study and as such are regularly taught by staff
from an academic institution. Some academic staff are permanent and often discipline
specific while other staff are part-time from professional backgrounds or active industry
practitioners. It is the latter ‘academic’ which is labelled the pracademic and valued as
educators on courses more explicitly linked with industry or professional backgrounds. The
pedagogical competence of these pracademics, especially in reference to reflection, are vital
to the delivery and quality of Work-Based Learning (WBL) such as in HDAs in the UK (Bell &
Bell, 2020; Gerhardt and Annon, 2023; Konstantinou & Miller, 2020; Konstantinou & Miller,
2021; Rowe et al., 2016). WBL such as HDAs or many postgraduate courses with mature
learners already in work, endorse learning environments that depart from traditional
lecturer-led passive learning (Mode 1 learning) to an increased emphasis on constructivist
approaches, including action-orientated experiential learning, problem-solving and project-
based learning (Mode 2 learning) (Bell & Bell, 2020). The authors of this paper represent
such a WBL course, one as the pracademic (academic supervisor) and the other as a mature

student in work an English teacher doing their master’s degree).

The contentious concept of a ‘pracademic’ (due to differing definitions) (Hodgson & Garner,
2023) generally refers to people at the nexus of the academy and the professional world of
practice, a scholar practitioner (Campbell, 2022; Chaaban et al., 2021, Friesen, 2021; Kolber
& Heggart, 2022). Pracademics are people who design, facilitate, and engage in forms of
education and professional learning (Campbell, 2022; Hollweck & Doucet, 2020; Hollweck et
al., 2022a), a situated telling of experience (Chaaban et al., 2021), often involved in
transformation, agency and social change (Friesen, 2021). They either develop a dual sense
of self, as both practitioners and academics, or develop entirely new professional identities
(Chaaban et al., 2021), a third space (Mynott & Zimmatore, 2022). Some argue that the

dualism is unhelpful, perpetuating a false analytical dualism of theory and practice (Eacott,
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2021; Hodgson & Garner, 2023; Hollweck et al., 2022a). Nonetheless, Chaaban et al. (2021)
argues pracademics should be recruited and valued for exactly these purposes,
acknowledging the existence of the theory-practice gap (Thomassen & Jorensen, 2021). As
such, pracademia includes the identity of the pracademic, being a noun and an adjective
(Hollweck et al., 2022a), and how they interact with communities (especially the academic
and professional communities), how they are situated with/in communities (especially the
sense of connection and belonging) and how they engage in the dynamic interplay between
their identity, the other, the space and consequential action, communication and
collaboration (Campbell, 2022). An enduring tension is that the worlds of practice does not
necessarily value (or understand) the work of research and scholarship, and universities do
not always fully value (or understand) the knowledge and work of practitioners (Campbell,
2022; Eacott, 2021; Konstantinou & Miller, 2021). This tension aids the development of a
“socially-embedded identity not just as an individual operating across the ‘in between’, but
a member of a group of those operating similarly in hybrid, dual or multiple education
spaces” (Hollweck et al., 2022b, p.14; Mynott & Zimmatore, 2022). Pracademics, as a dual
citizens (Hollweck et al., 2022b; Mynott & Zimmatore, 2022) exemplify the role of guide, as
they are naturally “engaged in practice and in scholarship (in various forms and ways), they
connect and integrate theory and practice, they span boundaries, broker and translate
research and practice knowledge, they network and collaborate, and they engage in
professional learning and development” (Campbell, 2022, p.100). It is acknowledged that
the definition of who is a pracademic is contentious, but for the purpose of this paper the
accepted definition of a pracademic includes people who teach part-time in Higher
Education as they are active professionals in industry at other times or university educators

with an industry background.

An apprenticeship style interplay between master (pracademic as guide) and novice (the
WBL student), is called the Cognitive Apprentice. Cognitive Apprentice is a pedagogical
approach that emphasises the significance of a process in which an expert teaches a skill to
a novice (Collins et al., 1989), in this case, reflection. The Cognitive Apprentice (i.e. the
pracademic as guide) centres around an expert making their learning processes explicit to
the learner (the WBL student), so that the learner may initially emulate the expert thinking

processes before moving on to regulating the processes independently, becoming reflective
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knowledge transformers (Akhavan & Walsh, 2020; Porcaro, 2011), also called incidental
learning (Konstantinou & Miller, 2020; Wong et al., 2016). The pracademic as Cognitive
Apprentice supports a learner’s progression from unconscious incompetence to unconscious
competence (Porcaro, 2011), a master becoming (Reddy & Shaw, 2019; Schedlitzki, 2018),
and helps develop “higher-order or metacognitive skills” (Matsuo & Tsukube, 2020, p.489).
The focus on reflection is significant since it is the rope which binds the processes, a crucial
skill when developing metacognitive, cognitive, and motivational abilities (Cash, 2016). This
paper therefore focuses on the reflective proficiency of pracademics as a Cognitive

Apprentice in WBL.

Author A was the MA supervisor of author B, who actually did their research project about
the Cognitive Apprentice in teaching English as a language. Author A would self-identify as a
pracademic and author B, a full time English teacher, is a quint-essential example of a WBL
student although not an example of HDAs. The concept of the Cognitive Apprentice was so
fascinating for both student and supervisor that they agreed to explore the concepts in a

dialogic exchange with reflection as the key shared phenomena.

Literature Review

The review of literature to follow will focus in more detail on the concepts of the
pracademic, their role as a Cognitive Apprentice in WBL in relation to the concept of

reflection.

Educator as Pracademic

The challenge for the pracademic is not to have learners mirror teaching but rather to guide
them to internally construct meaningful and functional representations of the outside world
(Bell & Bell, 2020). Significantly, “pracademics are argued to have the potential to
collaboratively contribute to changing the culture of education, improving knowledge and
practice, responding to systemic challenges, challenging and changing the orthodox status
guo, and bringing about educational innovation and improvement” (Campbell, 2022, p.101).
The social environment created by the pracademic facilitates or scaffolds the learning

process (Thomassen & Jorgensen, 2021), enriched by reflection (Gerhardt, 2021).
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In experiential learning, common in WBL, pracademics guide learners as they work within a
social setting to achieve greater levels of understanding through the process. This approach
goes beyond merely teaching the theory, to the teaching “for”, which develops learners’
skills and competences ready for or teaching “through”, which supports learning by
practising. Approaches to experiential learning can be based on Kolb’s (1984) experiential
learning cycle, which draws on the earlier works of Dewey (1963), and Piaget (1950), and
others, who emphasized the role of experience in learning and development. According to
Kolb (1984, p. 38), “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the
transformation of experience”. Experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) therefore proposes
a (social and exogenous) constructivist theory of learning through which “social knowledge
is created and re-created in the personal knowledge of the learner” (Bell & Bell, 2020,
p.990). It is dynamic, a holistic experience—based learning process, learning “by” and

“through” doing (Bell & Bell, 2020).

In WBL, pracademics encourage the practice of professional enquiry and the formulation of
new knowledge (Campbell, 2022). The duality of identities, hybrid-specialist and multi-
member (Hollweck et al., 2022b), of the pracademic contributes to frictions and
frustrations, having multiple and changing identities, possessing the mindset of an academic
as well as a practitioner yet not really exclusively belonging to each (Campbell, 2022;
Mynott & Zimmatore, 2022). However, this may be beneficial, as it adds the value of
coalescence, collaboration and intentional multiplicity (Hollweck et al., 2022a). However,
the friction of being part of the professional collaboration, but also apart from it due to their
role as pracademics, constant identity renegotiation (Chaaban et al., 2021), duality as a
revolving door (Hollweck et al., 2022b), identity construction and deconstruction (Chaaban
et al., 2021), contributes to a feeling of isolation (Campbell, 2022), and marginalisation
(Hodgson & Garner, 2023) especially if they are not full time academic staff. If academic
staff, pracademics are often on teaching contracts rather than research contracts (Kolber &
Heggart, 2022). This isolation is evident in the critique offered by some such as Eacott,
(2021, p.58), “appearing as hostile”. “The pracademic becomes the outsider to at least one

of the professional worlds they inhabit” (Hollweck et al., 2022b, p.14).
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The pracademic is seen as a “bridge”, “a ladder”, “dismantling the Wheel” of traditional
conceptions of research and practice and valuing the importance of working simultaneously
within, between, and beyond the demarcated spaces of practice, policy, and academia
(Campbell, 2022, p.102; Hollweck et al., 2022b). Pracademics are a boundary spanner of the
ethereal world of academia as a scholar, and the pragmatic world of practice (Chaaban et
al., 2021; Eacott, 2021; Friesen, 2021; Kolber & Heggart, 2022). As such they can also be
described as an interpreter, translator, speaking the languages of research, academic and
practice, a connect, an interface, a synergy between academics and practitioners (Chaaban

et al., 2021; Friesen, 2021).

Pracademic as Cognitive Apprentice

The Cognitive Apprentice builds on a core common thread within Vygotsky’s constructivism
(1978), Sweller’s cognitive load theory (1988) and Bandura’s social learning theory (1977) by
creating a relationship between the learner and the environment (de Bruin, 2019),
developing tacit knowledge through personal contact with and observation of others,
working under an experts’ guidance, interacting with them and adjusting performance
accordingly (Cheng et al., 2014; Wong et al., 2016). The Cognitive Apprentice weaves
theoretical features together within a sequential and systematic pedagogical tapestry, cycle
of planning, monitoring, and evaluating, to support novices becoming experts (Porcaro,
2011). The Cognitive Apprentice methodology of modelling, scaffolding, and coaching
progresses on to exploration and generalisation (fading) as the student reaches expertise
(Munby et al., 2003; Matsuo & Tsukube, 2020). Explicitly teaching novices how to become
consciously familiar with the methods they use to learn, how and why they work, and when
and how to apply them, could help them think more like experts (Sweller, 1988). Shanahan
et al. (2011) established that, through performing a ‘think-aloud’ process, it was clear that
experts think differently from novices. Reynolds and Rush (2017) observed that experts,
through their think-aloud methodology, create an internal dialogue with themselves

whereas novices act at a surface-level comprehension, looking for a single right answer.

The Cognitive Apprentice demands a trifold approach to apprenticeships: (1) a cognitive

apprenticeship to learn to think like others in their profession, (2) a practical apprenticeship
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to learn how to perform like those in their profession and, (3) a moral apprenticeship to
learn how to act with moral integrity (Best et al., 2021). Munby et al., (2003) refer to the
latter as dispositions (values, attitudes, and preferences) which influence how an individual
constructs knowledge and is therefore a more broader component together with knowledge
and skills of the ‘becoming’ journey (Reddy & Shaw, 2019). These cognitive skills are not
fully observable so pracademics as Cognitive Apprentice are required to make expert tacit
processes explicit (Hale, 2021; Matsuo & Tsukube, 2020), thinking-aloud. Tacit or procedural
knowledge is opaque and acquired from experience, but learning is derived from decoding
tacit knowledge rather than simply the experience itself (Munby et al., 2003). The Cognitive
Apprentice therefore adopts the paradigm of situated learning, a concept in which learning
is grounded in authentic experience (Munby et al., 2003; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Reddy &
Shaw, 2019), linking to values and dispositions. As Munby et al. (2003, p.96) state, tacit
knowledge is more readily acquired in unusual situations, a-typical (Johnson & Senge, 2010),
when experts increase their use of metacognition. It is often in these circumstances that a
novice will miscode, not recognising the change in conditions warranting a change in

routine/action.

This is done through effective modelling, exposing the thinking of an expert learner (Quigley
et al., 2018). It is a tool which allows pracademics as a Cognitive Apprentice to develop
student skills gradually by dismantling the process into small chunks of declarative and
procedural knowledge. A recent review on ‘think-aloud” modelling studies (Traga
Philippakos, 2021) considered the impact of metacognitive modelling on writing instruction,
and discussed the effectiveness of coping models compared to mastery models. Mastery
models perform the task error-free, establishing a positive attitude towards task completion
and high levels of confidence (Sherrington, 2019). Coping models, on the other hand, show a
level of empathetic teaching by illustrating hesitations and errors in the writing process yet
with a gradual progression towards improvement and successful completion (Sherrington,
2019). Independence is the goal of students as they journey along the continuum of novice
to expert — reaching a point when they can enter a disciplinary discourse without being
prompted (Didau, 2015). Structured help in the form of coaching and scaffolding, enables
them to achieve this (Cullen, 2019). Collins et al. (1989) defined coaching as assistance from

an expert; it is not a sequential activity but rather the chain that binds the entire
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apprenticeship experience (Hale, 2021). Paz Dennen (2013) draws out a second term which
shares many of the same qualities: mentoring. She defines it as one who mediates expert
knowledge for novices, helping that which is tacit become more explicit; they provide
strategies such as verbal descriptions and visual aids to reveal expert knowledge to the
learner. Mentoring implies a reciprocal process of growth where the novice and the mentor
obtain diverse benefits from multiple sources depending on their own improvement areas
and professional needs (Aravena, 2018; Wilson, 2021). It is an active experience based on
advice, reflections, counsel and professional development in different contexts for both the

novice and the mentor (Aravena, 2018; Wilson, 2021).

Pracademics scaffold by guiding learners, encouraging them to think deeply and leading
them through the questioning process and reducing support as the learning process
continues (Bell & Bell, 2020). Learners look to the pracademics as a Cognitive Apprentice for
guidance, direction and prompts when they are unable to proceed without some temporary
intervention that will enable them to take part in the active learning process, defined as a
‘cognitive wrapper’ (Soto, 2015). The ‘wrapper’s’ focus is on prompting students’
metacognitive skills, and this indicates a high level of reflective proficiency required from

the pracademic.

Reflection

The “disciplining” role of self-reflection is a mechanism for internalised self-regulated
surveillance operating within discursive practices at work and occur through processes such
as planning, monitoring and evaluating (Munby et al., 2003). However, Lester and Costley
(2010) suggest companies restrict the potential for critical reflection where an uncritical
approach to organisational norms and values can lead to “game playing” by employees and
managers, which inhibits learning. It is a potential tightrope walk for the pracademic as
Cognitive Apprentice who needs to keep the balance between facilitating the individual’s
self-assessment development against this concrete benchmark, whilst also enabling the
individual to understand the importance of social context in relation to the self (Schedlitzki,
2018). WBL relies on reflection and the ability of the pracademic to be a reflective

practitioner because reflection is seen as an integral component of work, a necessary
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element in evaluation, sensemaking, learning and decision-making processes in the
workplace (Bravenboer, 2018) and thus an integral component (Gerhardt, 2021). Engaging
learners in critical reflection processes is not easy (Schedlitzki, 2018). It is through a focus on
reflection that the needs of production can be reconciled with the needs of employees to
have satisfying engagement with their work (Bravenboer, 2018). Boud et al. (2006) argued,
that “productive reflection” can help to address some of the complexities and uncertainties
that organisations face and the theory-practice gap. Productive reflection emphasises the
social collective aspects of reflection — people reflecting together in the workplace

(Bravenboer, 2018; Munby et al., 2003; Thomassen & Jorgensen, 2021).

Schon (1983) described an alternative way of learning based on “reflection-in-action”
through which learners learn by critically reflecting on theory and re-evaluating that
knowledge in action. Dewey (1938) referred to this process as ‘self-correction’ (Dewey,
1938; Thomassen & Jorgensen, 2021; Thurgate, 2021) but this may be not be evident in the
novice. Seeing the Cognitive Apprentice doing this is therefore vital. The combination of
reflection-in-action with reflection-on-action provides a deeper understanding of the
potential value and role of reflection in experiential learning. Transformation occurs when
learning encourages deep questioning of “long established frames of reference” leading to
the creation of “new meaning schemes” (Mezirow, 1990, p.5). Experiential learning can
provide the opportunity to engage in transformative learning, which can result in a change

to learner “identity” (Bell & Bell, 2020).

Reflection can be taught (and learnt) through strategic teaching intervention and
appropriate scaffolding (Bell & Bell, 2020), and modelling by a master i.e. the Cognitive
Apprentice. There is a strong alignment between the development of critical reflective
capacities and enhanced context-dependent ‘operant competence’ (Bravenboer, 2018).
Reflexivity adds further value because it provides a process through which critical reflection
can occur (Bouten-Pinto, 2016). Furthermore, critical reflection, as a valued business
benefit, has the potential for significant cultural change within the organisation

(Bravenboer, 2018).
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The pracademic, who now takes on the role of coach or developer as a Cognitive Apprentice (Mueller
& Anderson, 2014), can encourage the practice of ‘reflection-in-action’ (Schon, 1983; Thurgate, 2021).
Reflecting during the experience allows learners to re-evaluate their logic and strategy based on their

current outcomes, and make adjustments accordingly to enhance the outcome of the experience.

Conclusion

This paper aimed to understand pracademics and their reflective proficiency as a Cognitive
Apprentice in WBL. The authors aimed to understand a phenomena (pracademics), through
in-depth interpretative analysis, as it presents itself to us as conscious human beings (Dibley
et al., 2020), to reflect on experience thus far in relation to reflection i.e. temporality and
historicity (Dibley et al., 2020) to enabled “dialogic exchange” (Dibley et al., 2020, p.94), to
gain insight “into understanding the human experience of being-in-the-world in ways which
resonate with others, achieving the ‘phenomenological nod’” (Dibley et al., 2020, p.117).
This paper considered the intersection of three key concepts regarding historicity (the
situatedness of the experience) and thrownness (the predetermined way in which we are
shaped and being shaped by the specific, familial, social and cultural environment) (Dibley et
al., 2020, pp. 43-44). Authors echo the view of Schedlitzki (2018) that reflection is not easy
to teach and implement and often ends up being a simple evaluation of practice satisfying
lecturing staff and professional and regulatory bodies ignoring oneself doing the practice
(Wong et al., 2016). Having reflective proficiency as a Cognitive Apprentice has an impact on
‘thinking aloud’ in reference to reflection and therefore enabling/guiding the novice in
developing metacognitive skills (Matsuo & Tsukube, 2020). Experience within Higher
Education ranges between awareness of ‘pedagogical’ delivery aspects as noted by Bell and
Bell (2020), and focusing on values or dispositions as stated by Munby et al. (2003) and
professional learning and ‘becoming’ (Campbell, 2022; Chaaban et al., 2021), even though
reflection or metacognition would be implicit within the process. It is evident how a ‘think-
aloud’ cognitive wrapper by pracademics as Cognitive Apprentices can improve the delivery
and reflection within WBL by making students more explicitly aware of how they can further
develop in their reflection by modelling, coaching and facilitating reflection. This ‘think-
aloud’ process in relation to reflection can also aid tutors to be more aware of their own
expert processes, making this more explicit to the novice. It is clear that the use and effect

of reflection by pracademics cannot be assumed and therefore effectively being modelled as
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a Cognitive Apprentice. They are however, better suited to be a Cognitive Apprentice.
Pracademics are uniquely placed to deliver professional learning but need more support
themselves to be even more effective especially as reflective practitioners and therefore as
Cognitive Apprentices. The debate continues whether pracademics make a better Cognitive

Apprentice within WBL.

Whilst it is undeniably challenging to achieve the “tri-professional” role of the well-
rounded academic (subject expertise, research expertise, and pedagogic expertise), and
perhaps realistically no academic is likely to have an equally weighted pie chart of
professional abilities, our argument is that to be an academic means embracing the
notion of developing in all these arenas. Defining yourself as a “pracademic” risks
shutting the door on this, and self-limiting who you are as an academic. (Hodgson &

Garner, 2023, no page)
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