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Brookfield’s Four Lenses of Critical Reflection

Category: Professional Learning, Coaching and Reflection

Brookfield’s Four Lenses is a framework for critically examining teaching through the educator’s
autobiography, learners’ perspectives, colleagues’ experiences and relevant theory or research. Using
several lenses helps reveal assumptions that feel natural from one position but become contestable when
considered through different forms of experience and evidence.

Critical reflection goes beyond describing an event or seeking confirmation. It investigates how
assumptions, power and context shape practice. The lenses may disagree; their purpose is not automatic
consensus but a more credible interpretation and a reasoned basis for change (Brookfield, 1995).

Four Lenses and Critical Synthesis

1. Autobiography: Examine how one’s own experiences as learner and educator influence
expectations and reactions.

2. Learners’ eyes: Gather accessible, ethically obtained evidence of how teaching is experienced by
diverse learners.

3. Colleagues’ experiences: Invite observation, dialogue and alternative interpretations from trusted
professional peers.

4. Theory and research: Use scholarship to name patterns, challenge local explanations and identify
tested alternatives.

5. Critical synthesis: Compare tensions across lenses, examine power and decide what evidence-
informed change to test.

Examples in Practice

A lecturer interprets silence as disengagement. Their own history favours rapid discussion, student
feedback identifies language-processing time, a colleague notices compressed wait-time, and
participation research suggests structured preparation. The lecturer tests silent thinking before paired and
whole-class discussion.

Why It Matters

One perspective can preserve blind spots: autobiography may normalise habit, student ratings may
reflect bias, colleagues may share assumptions and research may transfer poorly. Triangulating lenses
supports humility without treating every account as equally sufficient. Reflection becomes useful when
it leads to a proportionate experiment and new evidence, while protecting confidentiality and avoiding
demands for personal disclosure (Brookfield, 2017).
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