
Transformation: from reflection to analysis: the 3D Reflective Writing Scaffold. 

All writing is a process. Students need to practice writing in different formats and will 
become familiar with this simple, three paragraph structure. I have been working with the 3D 
format for some six years with all stages of high school, predominantly in English. Large, 
laminated posters with the key words – Describe, Disclose, Decide – are prominently 
displayed in my classroom. Although I favour paper based, handwritten responses in order to 
build student confidence and mimic exam situations, I have used this scaffold with Year 8 in 
our class blog. 

Objective E of the English K-10 Syllabus recognises the importance and value of reflection 
on both individual and collaborative learning skills, with increasing emphasis on 
independence in Stage 5. The 3D Reflective Writing scaffold assists in the implementation of 
the new English syllabus as students are encouraged to engage personally with texts and 
reflect on their understanding in Learning Outcomes 1, 3 and 5. Learning Outcome 9, in 
particular, requires students to reflect on their own learning and this scaffold is an effective 
model for supporting accumulative student success.  

Central to contemporary communication, young people are quite comfortable with giving an 
opinion about things happening in their world. We all share our ideas, yet many young people 
regularly tweet in a few words or symbols, or update their status and pass judgement through 
social media. How can we harness this energy to enable students to write effectively? 

Essentially, this writing activity can be quite open, or there can be limits and boundaries on 
particular components. The 3D format helps to formalise the process of thinking and 
reflecting on texts and situations. I have found the 3D format helpful in 

• Completing a skills inventory at the beginning of each school year 
• Finalising a unit of work 
• Encouraging opportunities to participate in discussions 
• Settling a class after lunch 
• Identifying areas for improvement after an assessment task 
• Keeping students focussed during student presentations 
• Identifying key messages in a dramatic performance. 

Whatever the focus, it is important to allow for a reasonable discussion and brainstorming 
session before pen is put to paper. With an experienced class, this approach need not take a 
whole lesson, and could form part of an accumulative journal. Allow the use of headings, at 
first, as a reminder of the different requirements. More mature students need to write 
competently in a structured, extended paragraph format and so the use of headings is 
discouraged.  

Describe 

By starting with a brief description of the text or event, students are reminded of specifics and 
start to re-engage with the experience. Record key points on the board after discussion and 
brainstorming as triggers for writing. Place strict limits on this section or students will simply 
retell. Remember, the details are discussed in the second, and largest, section under Disclose. 

Avoid the common complaints from students: I don’t know how to start or I can’t do this or I 
don’t understand by giving them a clear structure, such as ‘Write one sentence for the title, 
author and year. Write another sentence for the purpose and content …’ 



Disclose 

 This section should be the longest and include specific details about the text or event. The 
disclosure is the most important component, and because of the evidence required, could be 
seen as a series of paragraphs that make up the body of the reflection. 

Model sample beginnings to assist students with the first person style: you could write some 
prompts on the board, such as I wondered why … I thought … I didn’t understand … I 
felt that the lighting was … I liked how the … I felt confused by … 

Using the simple sentence structure – technique + example + explanation – can give students 
a framework for their ideas. For example, when reflecting on a film: I thought that the music 
was slow and dull during the establishing shots until we discussed in class how it shows the 
character’s lifestyle is slow and not exciting. 

By linking their feelings and thoughts to specific features and techniques, students become 
familiar with constructing explanations and discussions. Invite both positive and negative 
ideas, as long as each is adequately explained. It may be a challenge for some students to 
write about specifics, so tailor the reflective task to suit the class and situation. You might ask 
students to answer a particular question such as: How has your behaviour during this task 
impacted on the learning opportunities of others? 

Decide 

The final part doesn’t need to be long, but should include an evaluative or concluding 
statement. There could also be suggested actions for future learning opportunities. Model 
sentence beginnings such as I never realised that … When listening to presentations in the 
future I will … Next time there is a group assignment … I have learnt …  Continuing the 
previous example on a film: Now I understand that music can provide information for an 
audience. 

 Subjective 
Reflection 

Objective 
Analysis 

 

Describe • Outline the event, activity, 
text 

• Provide details – date, time, 
place OR 

• Title, author, audience, 
context, purpose 

• 2 or 3 sentences 

• Use third person to state 
main idea or thesis 

• Provide details – date, 
time, place OR 

• title, author, audience, 
context, purpose 

• 3 or more sentences 

What 
 

Introduction 

Disclose • Use first person to express 
your thoughts, ideas and 
feelings 

• Use specific examples to 
fully explain views 

• 1 -2 paragraphs or ½ page  

• Use third person to discuss 
different language features 
 

• Use specific examples to 
fully explain views 

• 1 – 2 paragraphs or ½ page 

How 
   & 
Why 
 
Body 

Decide • Use first person to outline 
how your thinking and 
learning has been affected 

• 2 or 3 sentences 

• Use third person to 
summarise your key ideas 

 
• 3 or more sentences 

Evaluate 
 

Conclusion 



Once familiar with the idea of paragraphing and explaining their opinion, students can 
understand the structural shift to an analytical extended response. The move from first to 
third person reinforces their understanding of the shift from subjective informal register to 
objective formal language. Model the changes that could be made for each paragraph where 
Describe becomes an introduction, Disclose becomes a body paragraph with evidence and 
Decide can be seen as equivalent to a conclusion. It is helpful to offer students a word bank 
and provide a range of sentence starters; both of these should be adapted to suit the stage and 
ability of students.  

Students are able to edit effectively as a ‘pair-share’ activity, particularly when using a 
marking criteria or rubric. Beginning with the ‘entry level’ requirements, students focus on 
specific elements to suit their understanding of structure and language use, providing 
opportunities for differentiation. Continue to adapt the criteria for each task, either reflective 
or analytical. In response to student requests we collaborated on an editing checklist with 
specific reminders, such as the correct use of capital letters, rather than the table format.  

 

When blogging, students typically post brief comments. The standard format for posting does 
not allow for paragraphing, although students can still structure a reflective response 
according to the 3Ds. I have found that enabling students to host their own discussion thread 
that opens with a structured reflection is the most successful use of the 3D format. This has 
been quite successful as a means of discussing individually chosen novels for wide reading. 
Other students are then required to post comments in the form of a ‘feedback sandwich’ - 
begin with a positive comment, include a suggested area for improvement and close with a 
positive comment. 



Be prepared for some interesting reading. Reflection is a process, and with practice, students 
will develop effective strategies for life. 

Theoretical underpinnings of this writing scaffold can be found at 
http://www.teachlearnshare.gov.au under the title Reflective Writing the 3D format – practical 
literacy strategies. Examples of student reflections can be read in the article Year 10 Students 
Reflecting on the Classics published in Literacy Learning: the Middle Years, 2009, Number 1. This 
strategy was first published in Metaphor, Issue 4, 2007 under the title Reflective Writing: the 3D 
format. 

This paper is based on an article titled ‘Between Two Worlds: harnessing opinion to write 
objectively using the 3D Reflective Writing Scaffold’ previously published in Literacy 
Learning: the middle years, Volume 21, Number 2, June 2013. 

 

 

 


