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ABSTRACT

Integrating journaling as a pedagogical strategy is a valuable and viable approach to enhancing critical
reflection and self-assessment. Reflective practice, a cornerstone of professional growth, involves a
deliberate process of self-assessment, allowing individuals to retrospectively examine their learning to
foster continuous improvement. This study investigates the use of journalizing to foster deeper
reflection on the understanding of academic content within an economic management sciences module,
while exploring the factors contributing to students' reluctance to engage in self-reflection through this
method, and investigating the factors which influence students' choices to engage. The study followed
a mixed-methods design, which incorporated an analysis of responses to the journal activity
submissions (n=81) after completion of study units, with sequencing enabled, allowing students to go
through certain content requirements before they could journal their learning experiences. The results
indicated that only 30% of the students followed through with journaling as part of their learning
engagement, with a noticeable decline as the course progressed. Furthermore, most of the students
simply made journalizing statements which were vague and showed a lack of understanding of the units
covered. It is recommended that the importance of writing journals in an academic context be
emphasized, and lecturers should look for ways of motivating students to do self-reflection through
meaningful journalizing.
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INTRODUCTION

The incorporation of journaling into pedagogical approaches has become increasingly prevalent in
higher education, especially within disciplines that require critical reflection and self-evaluation.! For
scholars, journaling offers an effective means of addressing theoretical deficiencies by linking abstract
principles to practical observations. At a South African University of Technology, students in
Economic and Management Sciences are urged to adopt journaling as an active learning method that

I Tim K Blake, “Journaling; An Active Learning Technique,” International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship 2, no. 1 (April
15, 2005), https://doi.org/10.2202/1548-923X.1116.
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fosters reflective practices through assessments of their encounters and perceptions.? Reflective
practice, a fundamental element of professional development, encompasses a purposeful self-appraisal
mechanism that allows individuals to review their learning retrospectively and promote sustained
advancement.® The core justification for embedding journaling in an Economic Management course
resides in its capacity to nurture a more profound grasp of intricate economic principles and sharpen
analytical competencies, * especially amid expanded tertiary access that favours communal
achievement over personal cultivation.’

This research probes the application of journaling to stimulate deeper contemplation of course
material in a third-year Economic and Management Science university module, while scrutinizing
elements underlying students' hesitance to participate in self-reflective exercises via this approach.® In
particular, it assesses the determinants shaping students' choices to participate in or abstain from self-
reflection tasks, using data from four journaling assignments. A mixed-methods approach was used,
entailing analysis of entries from journals submitted after each unit, under a sequential protocol that
required prior unit proficiency prior to journaling.

From a qualitative vantage, self-reflection facilitates the amalgamation of novel insights with
established knowledge, engendering comprehensive understanding for self-appraisal and issue
resolution.” Nonetheless, numerous submissions proved superficial, emphasizing compliance over
genuine learning. This suggests motivational impetus for tasks persists, yet is insufficient for profound
comprehension. Though esteemed for self-evaluation and knowledge attainment, student propensity
fluctuates; deployment absent grading, coupled with rigid sequencing, plausibly intensified
disengagement.® Subsequent inquiries should include incentives to gauge their efficacy.

Research of this nature yields substantial value to academia by furnishing empirical evidence
for refining reflective methodologies amid declining student involvement, empowering instructors to
optimize ungraded evaluations for superior metacognitive benefits. It delivers practical guidance on
motivational hurdles in resource-limited milieus such as South African universities of technology,
advising curriculum architects to embed adaptable, incentive-compatible journaling that elevates
critical reasoning and employability without augmenting cognitive demands. In essence, such inquiry
propels pedagogical advancement’ across fields, cultivating extensible experiential learning paradigms
attuned to worldwide shifts in active pedagogies.!°

LITERATURE REVIEW

Reflective journaling has been extensively acknowledged as an effective pedagogical strategy across
various educational fields, including economic management, to facilitate students' integration of
theoretical concepts with practical applications, thereby promoting a more comprehensive and
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profound comprehension of challenging topics.!! International patterns underscore this utility, as
discussed briefly below.

Kenyan undergraduate nursing students employed it to contemplate clinical encounters, discern
knowledge deficiencies, and cultivate critical thinking skills; Malaysian pre-registered nursing students
leveraged it to augment knowledge acquisition and professional identity formation. In South Korea,
medical students in a longitudinal investigation demonstrated elevated self-reflective capacities in their
writings compared to undergraduate marketing students on the USA's west coast utilized handwritten
journals to heighten engagement and attain advanced Bloom’s taxonomy outcomes. > However,
academic interns in the central USA progressed critical thinking sequentially through Bloom’s levels
through journals, whereas Israeli undergraduates enhanced metacognitive awareness with semi-
structured journaling.'?

In the European context, Spanish nursing students incorporate affective and self-critical
elements during international practicums,'* alongside Swedish entrepreneurship programs employing
diaries to develop judgmental abilities amid uncertainty.'> Australian curricula contrasted reflective
models to advance clinical judgment.!®

These nation-specific methodologies vary according to cultural-educational frameworks; for
instance, the USA's individualistic focus prioritizes personal metacognition, Europe's Bologna process
emphasizes structured integration, and Australia's vocational emphasis favours comparative model
analysis; adapting reflection to regional priorities such as examination-driven versus experiential
paradigms. A validated, generic reflective framework,!” which differentiates transient academic
reflections from enduring professional or personal growth while nurturingmetacognition'® and lifelong
learning, !° provides a unifying structure for these global inquiries into self-reflective journaling,
extending seminal paradigms like Kolb's*® experiential learning cycle.?! This approach advances
metacognitive proficiency, empowering learners to oversee and assess their cognitive operations, thus
bolstering self-directed learning capabilities. Rooted in seminal theories, including Dewey's view of
reflective thought as a mechanism for deriving judgments from inquiries into inquiries*? and Kolb's
cycle encompassing concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active
experimentation; the technique impels students toward substantive self-assessment, transcending rote
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understanding to achieve deeper subject immersion, as evidenced in internships where journaling
facilitated ascent through Bloom’s taxonomy, and converting lived experiences into valuable
educational insights.?

Nevertheless, despite these merits, reflective journaling has encountered substantial critiques
concerning its deployment and effectiveness. Detractors note that absent grading or motivational
incentives, engagement often wanes precipitously, with students favouring evaluated assignments over
unassessed reflection; furthermore, inadequately designed prompts may engender undue cognitive
burden or elicit perfunctory, task-completion-focused responses instead of profound learning.

Overall, subdued participation®* in journaling could be attributable to demotivation?® arising
from obligatory prompts and sequential mandates.?® Anticipated contributions encompass pedagogical
tactics to amplify involvement and meaningful reflection in Economic and Management Sciences to
the wider educational spheres, pinpointing obstacles which could elevate learning outcomes.
Anchored in motivational systems theory that outlines drivers, orientations, and maintainers of learning
conduct, the investigation advocated optional journaling.

METHODOLOGY

During the module offered at a university of Technology in South Africa, one of the unassessed online
learning procedures required students to provide a reflective journal at the end of each learning unit. A
total of 7 learning units were conducted during the semester, each requiring a reflective journal. The
journals were followed by a questionnaire on student experiences regarding the incorporation of
reflective journals as a learning method. Interestingly, research around reflective thinking spans back
to Dewey in the 1930s, positing reflective thinking as a process aimed at developing judgments or
conclusions about one's understanding, perceptions, perspectives, and beliefs formed from experiences
of the world by examining them carefully against existing facts and knowledge. More recent research
has widely recognized reflective journals across diverse educational disciplines, including nursing,
medicine, and business faculty, for their efficacy in enhancing experiential learning, enabling students
to gain a more profound comprehension of experiences, critically engage with knowledge acquisition
processes, foster metacognition, and develop lifelong learning skills. A model for reflective practice
based on the cycle of experiential learning developed by Kolb uses an experiential learning cycle
involving four stages: Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualization, and
Active Experimentation; Kolb advocated this structured cycle to facilitate iterative learning from
experience, promoting deeper cognitive processing over passive absorption. These four stages were
implemented during the module to enhance the learning process, with evaluation of feedback to
ascertain the effectiveness of reflective journals as a pedagogical tool to foster deeper engagement and
critical thinking within the economic management curriculum.

To fully understand the dynamics of student engagement with journaling, a mixed-methods
approach was used, integrating quantitative and qualitative data analysis.?® Draissi opted for this mixed-
methods design combining reflective journals, surveys, and interviews to robustly examine doctoral
students' engagement in a learning sciences course, providing nuanced insights into perceptions and
behaviours that single methods might overlook. In this study, no interviews were held, with the survey
providing room for preferred additional comments. The analysis of journal activity responses provided
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qualitative insights into the depth and nature of student reflection, while the quantitative assessment of
response rates revealed patterns of engagement over time.

Qualitative data was collected from Blackboard Ultra, where students were encouraged to
complete a reflective journal at the end of each study unit. Reflective journals had no desired format or
rules embedded, but were open-ended areas where students could write almost anything related to their
experiences and observations for each study unit. For this study, the feedback from the journals for
each of the 7 units was divided into four categories to distinguish levels of student effort: ‘Own work’,
‘One-liners’, ‘Al-responses’, and ‘not attempted’. This categorization approach, assessing reflection
quality from superficial to substantive, aligns with methodologies by scholars like Park et al., who
longitudinally scored students' journals for self-reflective depth to track growth, and Boden et al., who
outlined multiple perspectives on journaling to differentiate engagement levels.

In terms of the questionnaire, the quantitative data were gathered online, anonymously, with
four response options per question across three sections aimed at capturing students' perceptions of the
utility and challenges associated with integrating reflective journals into their learning process.
Although most of the questions were based on the Likert scale, there was room for open-ended
questions to address Draissi’s idea that interviews are valuable for effective data integration.
Returning the focus to Blackboard Ultra, it must be mentioned that although no particular format for
journalling was requested, a specific sequencing was enforced, requiring students to navigate through
multiple prompts before accessing the journal entry. These prompts included a summary of the chapter
and certain topic-related videos to prepare and guide the student into the course content before their
reflection activity. Only after completing the reflective journal were students granted access to study
notes and answers to chapter questions as intrinsic motivation.

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
The findings will be discussed in two sections, starting with journaling, followed by feedback from the
questionnaires.

Journaling: From the data gathered related to the response rate, it was noticeable that many of the
students did not participate in the reflective journaling task, with a significantly low number of journals

that were submitted, with a noticeable decline in participation observed as the semester progressed.

Table 1: Response rate per journal

(n=127)
Journal 1 44 35%
Journal 2 43 34%
Journal 3 35 28%
Journal 4 39 31%
Journal 5 26 20%
Journal 6 23 18%
Journal 7 20 16%

Source: Own source

From a module with 127 registered students, the highest response rate for any journal was 35%,
which was the first study unit, closing off with a mere 16% by the final unit, highlighting a pervasive
disengagement.

Although the researcher felt hard done by the small number of responses, it was still worthwhile
investigating the quality of work from the students who had attempted the journal as part of their
learning. Throughout the semester, the total number of submissions indicated a steady decline overall
- including own work, one-liners, and Al responses. The graph below indicates the percentage
breakdown of how the response type has changed, if any.
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40%
35%
30%
25%

20%

Axis Title

15%
10%
5%
0%

Journal 1 Journal 2 Journal 3 Journal 4 Journal 5 Journal 6 Journal 7
e Seriesl 35% 34% 28% 31% 20% 18% 16%

Figure 1: Journal responses summary

This graph showed the most fluctuation, and maybe the best indication of how students have
approached the journals. Whether it be time constraints or laziness, one-liners soared from journal 5
onwards, where it was the least for journal 1. On the other hand, “Own work” showed the steepest
decline, with a mere two students attempting it in journals 6 and 7, with only one student completing
journal 6, which was noted as the same individual completing all journals.

70%

60%

50%

40% /\
LA

20%
10%

0%

J1 12 13 14 J5 16 17

= Own work 30% 16% 29% 28% 54% 4% 10%
One-liners 25% 44% 46% 33% 31% 52% 60%

Al repsonses 45% 40% 26% 38% 15% 43% 30%

Figure 2: Response type breakdown in percentage per journal

The initial analysis of journal submissions revealed a significant discrepancy in the quality and depth
of reflection, with a noticeable trend towards perfunctory or Al-generated responses rather than genuine
introspective engagement, with the cumbersome truth that 80% or more of the entire class did not even
attempt the last 3 journals. It was noted that only one increase on graph x is visible, which was before
their first assessment.
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Own work
25%

One-liners
40%

Figure 3: Journal response type aggregate average

Questionnaires

The questionnaire data provided additional context by illuminating student perceptions of perceived
value and challenges associated with reflective journaling, particularly in the absence of direct
academic incentives. A total of 81 of the 127 registered students completed the questionnaire, which
was surprising compared to the number of students who actively engaged in the journaling task,
indicating a willingness to share feedback even if they did not participate in the activity.

Only 5% of the students indicated that they were not aware of the self-reflective journals that
had to be completed, of which 4% indicated that the lecturer did not inform them as such. This suggests
that awareness was not the primary barrier to participation; instead, other factors, such as perceived
relevance or integration into graded coursework, likely influenced engagement.

Of the respondents, 17% suggested that they have not attempted at least one journal, which
guided them to five dedicated questions for non-completers. The main reason students indicated a
hindrance to attempting the journals was stated as a lack of time due to other academic commitments,
supported by Draissi as significantly influencing student engagement.

| forgot or wasn’t motivated to do it. I 7%
| felt uncomfortable writing about my experiences. Il 14%
| didn’t see the value in journaling. T 14%
| didn’t have enough time to commit to it. (T 64.%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Figure 4: Main reasons not to engage

Interestingly, 50% of non-attempters indicated that they felt uncomfortable sharing their
reflections in a public or semi-public forum, as well as experiencing difficulty putting their thought into
words; 21% indicated uncertainty about where to start, and 14% each cited privacy concerns and not
being interested at all.

Enquiring about the possible external factors, 57% suggested a lack of time, 29% forgot about
the activity, and the remainder of the students were unsure about the expectations from the journals,
hence decided not to do it.
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Students were asked if an alternative self-reflection method could be introduced to engage them
in future. Responses did not really give clarity, as students preferred group discussion with the other
50% suggesting they are unsure whether anything will really motivate them. When asked what changes
could be made to engage students in general to participate in journaling, 50% suggested more guidance
is needed, 29% suggested a reduction in frequency, 14% indicated different formats, and the remaining
students opted for more engaging and relevant prompts in the process.

Allow different formats for self-reflection, such as

. . ) Il 7%
video or voice recordings.

Make the journaling prompts more engaging and

I  29%
relevant.

Reduce the frequency of journal entries to make it

I 14%
more manageable.

Provide more guidance on how to reflect effectively. I  50%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Figure 5: Changes to be made to encourage more participation

When returning to the feedback from the 67 students who have attempted the journals, it was
clear that curiosity and the need for personal growth guided them to journal.

| was curious to see if it would help me. I I 36%
| enjoy writing and self-reflection. — YA
| wanted to track my personal growth. I — — RN
It was a course requirement, so | had to. [ 12%
0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Figure 6: Motivation to participate

On a positive note, it seemed nearly half of the students who had attempted journaling felt more
connected to their learning and personal development, with 41% attributing journaling to enhancing
their processing of experiences and thought patterns. Only 10% indicated that journaling had no
difference in their thoughts and experiences. Regarding journaling as a beneficial self-reflection tool,
96% suggested that it proved to provide insight, although 39% struggled to be consistent throughout
the process.

Challenges experienced were argued that 31% suggested they did not really know what and
how to write, 27% found the consistency challenging, 10% found it difficult to be honest with
themselves, and the rest felt no real challenges.

The last question explored the perceived benefits of integrating journaling towards personal and
academic growth, with 82% suggesting that it has helped them significantly. Other responses indicated
they felt more in control of their thoughts, had no impact and improved self-awareness scored 7%, 6%
and 4%, respectively.
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It had little to no effect on my personal or academic 0%
(4]

growth.
It improved my self-awareness and emotional intelligence. i 4%
| felt more in control of my thoughts and goals. o 7%

It helped me reflect on my academic progress and learning

. I B — ] 9
strategies. 82%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Figure 7: Influence on personal or academic growth

These are the findings from both the journal feedback and the questionnaires, which will be
discussed briefly in the following section. This discussion will synthesize these empirical observations
with existing literature on reflective practices and pedagogical strategies to delineate the implications
for designing effective learning interventions.

DISCUSSION

Following the same pattern in moving from journaling to the questionnaire, the observed decline in
journaling engagement prompts a critical evaluation of factors that may impede students' willingness
to participate, as mentioned by Anderson, in reflective activities. With a steady decline from the first
to the last journal, apart from journal 4 before the first main assessment, it was evident that students
did not find value in completing the journals. The slight increase in journal 4 was noted as a week
before the main assessment, suggesting that the students thought that writing the journals could benefit
them. Having this feedback, it seems that if there is little benefit in completing the journals, students
would probably not feel the urge to complete them.

Apart from the steady decline, another worrying factor might be the mere quantity of students
who opted against completing the journals. From the onset, 65% of students did not attempt the
journals, increasing to 84% not attempting the last journal. This aligns with established theories of
motivation from Arter in educational settings, where perceived utility and direct relevance to academic
success often drive student engagement. The researcher opts to argue that there was no academic benefit
to the students in addition to personal gain in their understanding, and with a possible academic reward,
the situation could have been different.

In terms of the types of responses, although the numbers themselves do not share great detail,
the ratio between ‘own work’, one-liners’ and ‘Al responses’ tells a different tale. On average, the
responses for each category on their ‘own work’, * one-liners’ and ‘Al responses’ totaled 25%, 40%
and 35%, respectively, indicating that one-liners were the favored response option for students. It is an
important fact to consider that these ‘one-liners’ included one-word responses as well, suggesting that
a mere tick-box activity for students to gain access to the notes could be a possibility. ‘Al responses’
started with a high frequency, decreased as the semester went on, but showed a slight resurgence
towards the end, possibly as students sought efficient ways to fulfill requirements without genuine
engagement, but were still moderate towards 60%, for ‘one-liners’ in the last journal. This observation
suggests that students prioritize minimal effort completion, especially as academic pressures most
probably mounted with increased assessments, rather than engaging in deep, meaningful reflection,
which can be seen with a range from 4% to 10% of individual work for journals 6 and 7. This aligns
with findings that students may opt for less effortful tasks or superficial engagement, particularly when
perceived benefits for deeper cognitive processes are unclear or lacking.?’ Data from the questionnaire

2 Nitza Geri, Amir Winer, and Beni Zaks, “A Learning Analytics Approach for Evaluating the Impact of Interactivity in Online Video
Lectures on the Attention Span of Students,” Interdisciplinary Journal of E-Skills and Lifelong Learning 13 (2017): 215-28,
https://doi.org/10.28945/3875.
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further illuminated the underlying reasons for the observed disengagement and the perceived purpose
of journalizing as a reflective practice, indicating that students often weigh the effort done against
expected academic advantage, as students mentioned procrastination, little interest, or forgetting about
it or not being motivated to complete it. In terms of numbers, 127 students were registered for the
course, with an average submission of 33 students per journal, indicating that only a quarter of the class
engaged in journaling, indicating a lack of interest expressed. With 67 (83%) students providing
feedback, this suggests that almost half of the students who completed the questionnaire did not actively
participate in the journaling activity.

This discrepancy highlights a critical challenge in pedagogical design: motivating widespread
participation in activities perceived as auxiliary to core academic requirements mentioned by Smyth,
especially when the benefits are not immediately apparent or directly linked to grades.*°

Having time constraints, especially towards the end of the semester, definitely has merit as the
majority of assessments do take place during that period, but the researcher does find it interesting that
85% of respondents (not attempting) either did not see the value in journaling, did not feel motivated
to do it, or stated they felt uncomfortable writing about their experience. The researchers find the
argument uncomfortable and disturbing, as these students are at the third-year level, soon becoming
teachers, and still not comfortable putting thought into words. It certainly does not paint a pretty picture
for the education sector. This observation underscores a fundamental pedagogical challenge: fostering
self-reflection and critical thinking skills in an environment where students may prioritize tangible
academic rewards over deeper personal and professional development, as discussed by Haberlin in
prior research.’!

Figure 8 displays some of the perceptions the entire cohort held regarding journaling. Although
around 53% of students indicated journals were not introduced to keep them busy, it was somehow
disturbing that 32% felt that it was the case. However, focusing on the impact journals had, on both
occasions, more than 80% of the students felt positive that journaling could be recommended as self-
reflective as well as a viable method of learning.
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METHOD.

Figure 8 — Perceptions about journaling

30 Joshua M Smyth et al., “Online Positive Affect Journaling in the Improvement of Mental Distress and Well-Being in General
Medical Patients With Elevated Anxiety Symptoms: A Preliminary Randomized Controlled Trial,” JMIR Mental Health 5, no. 4
(December 10, 2018): 11290, https://doi.org/10.2196/11290.

31 Steven Haberlin, “Something Always Works: A Self-Study of Strengths-Based Coaching in Supervision,” Journal of Educational
Supervision 2, no. 1 (January 1, 2019), https://doi.org/10.31045/jes.2.1.3.
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Feedback from the attempters, students did benefit from the journaling process. Many students
mentioned how it helped them think and interpret the content. Some students even suggested it assisted
with their individual experiences as well, focusing some of their emotions towards the module. From
this group of students, time constraints and uncertainty on what to write did pose challenges as well,
although the motivation to drive through the challenge was expressed in the reflection time they had
on academic progress and learning strategies, supported by a study by Sudirman, stating that students
find it valuable to consolidate understanding and promote a deeper engagement with the economic
management content.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Summarizing the feedback from both the journals and questionnaires, the researcher identified a clear
disparity between the perceived value of journaling among engaged students and the widespread
disengagement observed across the larger cohort. It seems that the absence of academic benefits poses
a great obstacle in student motivation to embrace the use of self-reflective journals. The researcher does
support the notion that action should result in reaction and will probably follow up on this study,
implementing it as part of a measured assessment where students could benefit from completing
journals, comparing the frequency of submissions and the quality of reflections. Consequently, without
clear academic weighting or direct integration into summative assessments, the intrinsic motivation for
sustained reflection through journaling appears to wane among a sizable portion of the student cohort.
This trend aligns with findings from other studies that indicate that sustained self-reflection often
requires intrinsic motivation or perceived direct academic utility, which may decrease without explicit
integration into the assessment.>?

CONCLUSION

Self-reflective journaling is a valuable learning method, but without intrinsic motivation, students will
not need to follow through on time spent without academic benefit. Although the purpose of drafting
these journals was noble, the researcher realizes that without academic benefit, the activity might be
fruitless, as well as having a negative impact on how students regard journaling. In conclusion, the
study highlights the complexities inherent in leveraging journaling as a tool for fostering reflective
learning in a higher education setting. Addressing these challenges and adopting evidence-based
strategies, educators can harness the full potential of journaling to cultivate critical thinking, self-
awareness, and lifelong learning skills among students.
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