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So, what is a Reflective Journal?

Adapted from a post by author at: 
http://thongsookinternational.com/forum/index.php?topic=7.msg59#msg59

 
Obviously it's a journal of some kind, but this 'reflective' bit may be 
more of a mystery. 

Bruce writes in the OP of the ‘Reflective Journal’ thread on our web 
board: 

"reflection is...where you think about what happened, why it 
happened and how it went well, how it might have been better, or 
even why it all went bad...not just a summary, its about 
thinking...A critical self evaluation"

So, instead of simply a 'record of what happened' at some particular 
time or during some particular class, a Reflective Journal (I'm gonna 
capitalize it) involves a larger process of thinking, evaluating, and you 
guessed it, reflecting. 

Therefore, please don't think of this journaling stuff as something you 
'sit down to get done' on a Sunday night each week. It’s not something 
that fits into a ‘journal writing session’ very neatly. In fact, that’s why, 
if you have started this assignment, chances are you have found it 
much more difficult that you may have imagined! 

Instead, think of the journal itself as the physical artifact of a larger 
conscious and continuous process or program that you 'have running' 
throughout the week as you teach. The journal is where you’ll be able 
to, with a little effort, register and further process it all (or rather, 
some of it - we’ve all got a million other things to do as well, of 
course!). 



Think about it. Anyone can just "keep a journal" (especially little 
precocious little girls). It's this 'being reflective' bit that is the essential 
part, and the part that really profits us as teachers. 

Our Reflective Journals are a window into our developing Reflective 
Practice. 

Ah, so now we've got more jargon. And it's also capitalized! 

A Reflective Journal is a journal used in what's called "Reflective 
Practice". According to the person who coined the term (at least in its 
most modern parlance), "Reflective Practice" is: 

"The capacity to reflect on action so as to engage in a process of 
continuous learning...one of the defining characteristics of 
professional practice" 

(Schön, D. 1983: The Reflective Practitioner, 
How Professionals Think In Action, Basic 
Books. ISBN 0-465-06878-2)

Schön wasn't specifically talking about language teaching or even 
teaching generally. The concept of RP (now I'm gonna collapse it into 
an easy acronym if you don't mind!) is extremely deep and broad and 
it extends to all human activity, essentially. Schön's 1983 iteration of 
RP had its roots in the work of Dewey, Piaget, William James, and Carl 
Jung. 

Reflective Practice is a concept/approach built on the ground of 
"Experiential Learning". You can talk about the one without the other 
just fine, but it really helps to start with this connection. David A. Kolb 
is an educational theorist who probably best articulated what 
Experiential Learning is. And thankfully for us, Kolb's model of learning 
is actually pretty darn simple and...rather intuitive (almost so intuitive 
or ‘obvious’ as to appear a bit meaningless sometimes!). 



Basically, it looks like so: 

Yup, that looks like...learning! You could almost say this is just a 
description of living, right? Simply what people (except for those 
stupid people over THERE!) do each and every day as they figure 
things out based on their unfolding life experience. It's your basic 
'active learning' process. 

All Kolb really did was put a microscope to it and made it look all 
smartypants. But we're glad he did! 

In our context, this is "learning teaching". You really can start 
anywhere along the cycle, but it makes the most sense to start at the 
top with a 'concrete experience'. This could be, say, giving your class 
task instructions before starting an activity (let's say it's a board race 
game thing) that ends up being a bit of a mess. So that happens. 
Among another million different 'concrete experiences' - classroom 



events - that happen. It's these discreet events/experiences that take 
place everyday in the classroom environment, the 'stuff of teaching', 
that we’re working with. You're involved in these, and your students 
are involved in these. 

As clay is to the potter, as water is to the swimmer, as money is to the 
stock trader -- these events/experiences within his classroom is to the 
teacher. To look at it another way, it’s the action in this amazing action 
film thrill-ride of TEFL teaching we are all doing and/or preparing & 
learning to do! Without it, what do we have? A boring movie. Maybe 
even a flop! Okay, so I followed a pretty decent analogy above with an 
all-time terrible metaphor. Sue me. But I hope you’re getting my 
meaning. 

...and while much of it (the constant stream of daily events and 
interactions in and around our classrooms) might not merit any 
particular attention, many of these actions and events really are 
meaningful (which is really the beauty of this whole thing we do - our 
jobs are pretty meaningful! Whooppeee) and significant in some way, 
if we’re looking with a reflective view (or maybe, looking for 
‘reflections’, like birds in the sky as seen on the surface of a lake). 

If you are a 'RPer' (figure that one out), you are always (or at least 
sometimes, again, let's be realistic!) making sure that while you are 
teaching, you're going to be able to remember it later. Doing it 
conscientiously, ‘for the record’ in some sense. Just basically 'being 
conscious' really, not just doing it just to get through it - attending to 
the meaningfulness. Because later, based on this 'attending', you're 
going to move to the second part of the cycle, a 'reflective 
observation'. 

It’s important to note then when I say 'later' here, I don't actually 
have a specific time-frame in mind. It could be right after class, it 
could be at home that night...or it could even be during the lesson, 
even almost as you are having the 'concrete experience', performing 
some teacher move or watching as the students perform some task. 
My point is that the 'time-frame’ of Kolb’s cycle, the 4-part 
'sequencing' involved in the cycle depicted above is of course very real 
as a ‘4-step’ thing, but also somewhat abstract (because this is an 
internalized process). It likely would be difficult, then, to always 



identify exactly what step occurred when, as if you were laying out 
your alibi to the cops to prove your whereabouts last Thursday when 
someone was murdered with only a whiteboard marker and a blunt, 
frayed copy of Interchange 2‘s teacher’s manual. So, this is just to say 
that the next ‘step’ (really, you could say, the first step because we’re 
always having concrete experiences whether we like it or not) of 
observation is not always going to be 'remembering an event at a later 
time’, but a process that is more tied up with the initial 'watching' of 
the experience as and just after it occurs. 

In fact I like to look at the round ‘cycle’ image of the ELC as a fast-
spinning wheel 'whirring' along, producing heat or energy like a 
turbine. If you image the image above as a real wheel spinning, you 
won’t be able to read the separate words which mark the ‘steps’ 
around the cycle, but you’ll see the color of it and get the energy 
produced. This became been more helpful to me, ultimately, than 
thinking of it as a step-by-step roundabout circuit to be 'followed' 
around one distinct phase at a time. You may find the same. But first 
we’ve got to see and know what the wheel was made of so let’s 
continue...

What's the quality of this 'watching' called 'reflective observation'? 
Again, it's not just a memory of the concrete experience (the memory 
will be there, unless of course it's one of THOSE days), but an 
observation based on a memory. It's looking at the event(s) and 
experience(s) for patterns - of behavior, thoughts, feelings, actions. 
It's a memory that is not just 'remembered' but 'squeezed' a bit: 
squeezed for some, any kind of insight or observation that will then 
move or grow into the next bit of the cycle, 'abstract 
conceptualization'. And I say “some, any” there because who knows, 
we might observe something and we might not. We can’t predict the 
quantity of what we might be able to observe reflectively, just like we 
can’t predict the quality of what we might observe. So we just 
appreciate and take ‘whatever we can get’. 

It’s not as if we’ve got a second (and much higher paying) job as an 
expert pedagogical researcher and we’re our own lab rat. We’re just 
staying alert to ‘some, any’ bits of our classroom experience that 
inspire us to feed them into our reflective thought process, aimed at 
getting better at our jobs...and making our jobs easier! 



In our example, it might be something like noting the creeping feeling, 
even while you are explaining how you want them to perform the 
board race activity, that they're not going to 'get' your directions and 
will probably fail to follow them successfully. Even these kinds of split-
second thoughts/feelings you 'catch yourself' having while doing 
something else in class - maybe, I think, especially these! - are great 
material for reflection. Normally you might just let them roll right over 
you. But now you roll them into the Experiential Learning Cycle and 
see if anything catches...which brings us on to the next little node.

'Abstract conceptualization' is basically taking the 'raw material' of the 
observation and doing a bit of free-form logical analysis. It might be a 
bit abstract, it might be not-so-abstract at all. For example, "I got that 
feeling while giving instructions today...was that the first 
time?...definitely not...that often pops up...hmm..when does it pop 
up...usually after I've explained the basics and I'm going over it again 
in more detail..why do I get that feeling?..they look confused...it 
comes when I'm talking a lot, setting things up..but they usually 
understand me, even when I tell stories quickly...maybe the way I 
tend to give instructions isn't as easy to understand as I think it is". 
Now you've gone from experiences to observations to concepts. You 
might end up with "Whatever way it is that I'm giving instructions isn't 
working so well", and continue on to “I’m suddenly using a lot of vocab 
there that they aren’t familiar with”. More often than not, if you've 
observed something thoroughly, there's really not all much 'analysis' 
needed, it's relatively clear what the experience you started with 
'means'. 

So, now for some 'active experimentation', which is really just 'what 
you do next' when you want to see what OTHER, potentially BETTER 
concrete events/experiences involving yourself and your students you 
can induce in the classroom. Perhaps you decide to write a little 'script' 
for yourself for when it's time to explain an activity. You give yourself 
some time to consider if there are any words or structures in it that 
will likely go over their heads. You try it out the first time, and again 
you observe...maybe noticing something different this time...and 
again, experimenting, experiencing, observing, conceptualizing. Or 
maybe you just float on to the next thing. 



At the end of the day, as long as you are 'experimenting' in some way, 
shape, or form as a teacher (and I don't mean hooking your kids up to 
neon chemicals etc., but that might be necessary sometimes) you're 
probably on the right track as an RPer.

It's this 'learning cycle' - your teaching and what you see in it and why 
- that we want to reflect upon in our journals. It’s almost certain that 
you are already doing it! 

You think about, perhaps talk or write about 'what goes down' in your 
teaching already...without any of the whole 4-part Kolb learning cycle 
mumbo jumbo or constantly using the word ‘reflective’. There's really 
no reason you ever have to label any of it, or turn it into some graph 
or ‘practice’ as if you were a brain surgeon or a downtown lawyer. 

It’s also endlessly helpful to reflect upon your teaching WITH OTHERS. 
The Reflective Practitioner is not a TEFL Narcissus! 

Sharing and discussing journal entries is highly recommended. 

Hopefully all this this is just good food for thought, maybe a useful 
mental tool to kind of "break down" the everyday experience of your 
familiar 'learning while doing' life as a teacher. 

The actual work of producing all this journal writing about your 
teaching? Well, in regards to that: Just Do It! There are no graphs or 



clever analogies for that. Just a dumb swoosh some very lucky lady 
thought up at work one day. 

Finally, let me just add one more dimension to the ELC as seen above. 
It’s not essential to what came before, but I think it’s interesting and it 
points towards even more layers of ideas based on Kolb’s model. You 
can think of the cycle as having a 'perception' continuum and a 
'processing' continuum:

You can see how it overlays on the ELC image, with the top and 
bottom (Concrete Experience + Abstract Conceptualization) being on 
different ends of the  ‘perception’ continuum and the left and right 
(Reflective Observation + Active Experimentation) being on different 
sides of the ‘processing’ continuum. Each end represents a perceptual 
or processing style. I might perceive through thinking more, and 
process by doing. You might perceive by feeling things more, and 
process life by watching it without as much action. Try to think about 
what end of each scale you feel most comfortable with or naturally ‘fit’ 
more.



Kolb went on to connect this stuff to four fundamental Learning Styles 
depending on which quadrant you found yourself in, etc...it’s 
interesting, though I'd say let it rest with what we've got here for now. 
But it's all out there, easily found online for the most part, if it really 
sparks your interest!

Now that we've looked at the slightly more hardcore version of the 
ELC, we can “kick back”, take a sip of Chang, and replace it with this 
one, which is ‘in everyday English' (goes better with a bottle of Chang 
- which, I should add, I can't get here in Salem, Mass., although 
Singha is easy enough to find!):

Alright, sorted. Like I said above and I think you would probably 
agree: "actually pretty darn simple and rather intuitive (almost so 
intuitive or ‘obvious’ as to appear a bit meaningless sometimes!)". 

So let's just pull it all together and back into what you're doing right 
here, right now with these journals and what they are supposed to 
'capture': 



The 'Reflective Practitioner' is the teacher looking at the teacher (or 
rather his teaching) reflected back at the teacher. It's all very Alice in 
Wonderland. But it's really not! It's actually all about that very 
grounded, 'business-as-usual' (but not at all disinterested!), calm 
quality that I think we can all recognize in that experienced, dedicated 
teacher...you know, 'that guy'. It's about what and how a teacher 
learns experientially, on the job, as he goes. Most likely he was not 
born with that 'master teacher' quality, and on top of that, nobody 
could have actually 'taught' him that, no matter how many BA TESOLs 
or SCHMELTAS he got. Most likely, he quietly earned it and came to 
embody it through a slowly and diligently developed Reflective 
Practice, wherein his teaching was his learning, and his learning looped 
back into his teaching, and it all just slowly grew into something with 
that enviable good quality that can so often ‘be spotted from a mile 
away’. 

Reflective journals can be a chore, but they’ll help make you a better 
teacher - on your own terms, by your own effort, in your own way. 

Thanks and good luck. 


