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Reflective Journaling for the 21st Century (or the Blog that Helped Devour Fear of Failure in the Classroom)

By Stephen Yurkiw

Several years ago, when I was exploring topics for my first paper in the masters program I was taking, I noticed that many of the students in our department would become incapable of making choices when faced with completing assignments and taking tests. It seemed that these individuals were so fixated on obtaining the highest mark possible they were reluctant to make mistakes, even when they were unsure of the answer to a question; they were unwilling to make an attempt because they would lose marks. These were competent students who did not have test anxiety; rather it was a fixation on getting the highest mark possible. These students had lost sight of the purpose of education – learning – to focus on the visible trappings of marks. This helped to inspire ‘Learning with Confidence: Encouraging Risk and Failure in the Classroom’ being written.

Accepting risk and failure

When TTEd SIG graciously invited me to contribute an article that explores how preservice teachers can be prepared to accept risk and failure in their classrooms in order to encourage their students to undertake such challenges, my mind raced with different possibilities. We could look at concepts like mastery learning, learning contracts, and layered curriculum as vehicles to incorporate these kinds of changes. However, the more I thought about the idea, the more it became apparent that this was really just scraping the surface rather than tackling some of the greater underlying challenges. Is it possible to develop a tolerance of risk and failure in a group that is bombarded by similar types of stresses themselves, and as such, also see risk and failure as negative things to be avoided?

Fullan (2001) notes that, ultimately, society does not take the importance of teacher education seriously. Society denigrates teachers for not doing a successful job of educating students, but does not help to create the conditions that would help teachers to succeed. This could be due to the perception that teaching is not that difficult to do. Additionally, graduates are not prepared for things such as dealing with parents of students, the intricacies of standardized assessment, constructivist learning methodologies, as well as working collaboratively with colleagues.

Teacher education does not stop once a student graduates from his or her university program. Russell, et al. (2001) note that there are gaps between what preservice teachers learn in their university courses and what is required for them to be successful in schools. When examining the gap between preparation for and the actual practice of teaching, the authors note that the initiation to the classroom is a rude awakening and leads to a survival phase in the new teacher’s career. Once hired, the efforts undertaken by the school in preparing the new teacher for work in this new environment can result in positive or catastrophic results. Done well, this can help to ensure that a productive new staff member has been added to the school. Done poorly, this can result in another teacher leaving the profession to seek employment in another career; American estimates indicate that approximately 30% of new teachers leave the profession within the first five years of their career (Fullan, 2001).

Learning from failure

In order for new teachers to welcome risk and failure, it is important for them to have the ability to understand first how these challenges impact their professional lives, how to learn from failure and turn it into an eventual success. The process of teaching is not straightforward; life is constantly filled with lessons that did not go as well as planned or that flopped outright, students that did not react and cooperate as anticipated. Russell, et al. (2001: 42) state that new teachers are unable to make the connection between experienced teachers’ actions and the pedagogical theories that underpin those actions. It is one thing to be able to incorporate risk into one’s daily experience, but it is much more helpful to have an understanding of the underlying theoretical structure in order to make sense of the entire experience. Without that structure, it is like carrying out an action and then guessing why you experienced a particular result. In this type of situation, whether you succeed or fail simply comes out of the whims of fate; there is little or no understanding of why things occurred as they did. This ultimately does little to encourage risk, never mind a willingness to learn from it. It is only through challenging new teachers to question their understanding of their role in the classroom and the pedagogy that informs their practice that allows them to develop the knowledge that and assist them to think like a teacher (Russell, et al., 2001: 42).

As noted by Williams & Jacobs (2004), ‘in order to develop and sustain a clear and confident voice of one’s own, one has to carefully formulate and stand by one’s opinions’. One of the ways for practitioners to develop this skill is through cultivating a habit and ability to reflect on one’s actions, to revel in the successes and to accurately dissect the failures in order to not only determine what went wrong, but also to learn from each of these moments. Many teacher education programs incorporate journaling as a way to cultivate this type of self-reflection. However, traditional, paper-based journals have not always provided successful results. Stiler & Philleo (2003) note that in their experience, traditional student journals yielded ‘sparse descriptive summaries with few examples of heightened levels of awareness and little indication that these practices promoted a continuing routine of reflective practice … preservice students’ awareness of the complexity of the teaching and learning continuum was enhanced by journaling, but that little indication of deeper, personal actions and processes was demonstrated’.

Technology

There is evidence that technology can play a meaningful role in helping preservice teachers develop and enhance the reflective abilities that will allow them to successfully incorporate risk into their professional practice. Russell & Bullock (1999) identify the benefits to both student teacher and teacher educator by incorporating as simple a technology as e-mail into the communication process. The interaction between these two individuals allowed the preservice teacher to develop a reflective attitude that helped him to look to continuing the development of his understanding of pedagogy over time rather than for simple, pat answers. As the preservice teacher notes, ‘keeping a written record of teaching experience is an exercise in metacognition’ (p. 137). This level of reflection goes beyond just recording ones actions, but to analyzing how one’s actions impact on student (as well as one’s own) learning.

While this is a very successful experience, it is possible to improve the process further; technology has come a long way since 1999. One of the most promising technologies that has come on the scene over the past few years is the weblog, or blog as it is more commonly known. While still simple in nature, blogs offer many features that should help to improve the quality of the online journal. Stiler & Philleo (2003) identify a number of positive characteristics. The novelty and state-of-the-art nature of these programs could help to increase student enthusiasm towards journaling and help to increase both the quality and quantity of student writing. It is much easier to add instructor feedback on journal content than in the traditional paper-based format allowing for the development of a dialogue instead of only instructor evaluation and feedback. It is also much easier to enrich this personal space by incorporating additional resources such as links to other Internet sites and resources from online courses. Oravec (2004) notes that blog creation encourages the participant to develop their own individual voice, and that there are extensive opportunities for experimentation in setting the format of the blog as well as determining its content. Blogs also offer the opportunity to maintain a running thread of thought. These sites usually archive previous entries in an easy-to-find format (Williams & Jacobs, 2004). They also allow the individual to make these entries public and invite comments from other readers, allowing for the development of an ongoing dialogue.

Blogs versus written journals

All of these features sound wonderful, but does it work? Stiler and Philleo (2003) found that in their work with blogs, student entries were more analytical and incorporated greater evaluation than those in paper-based journals. Blog entries were longer and displayed a greater extent of questioning the biases and motivations behind the writers’ beliefs. Oravec (2004) notes that individuals are responsible for maintaining their own personal blog space, both in appearance and content, and that these transferable skills will encourage the writers to actually continue to maintain their blogs long after they are out of their program of studies. Additionally, the ongoing effort and commitment required to create and maintain one’s own blog reinforces the value and reward of perseverance (Oravec, 2002), a skill every risk-taker should cultivate. 

As with any technology, there are issues to that need to be addressed before implementation. Stiler & Philleo (2003) identify several. First and foremost, whether you call it journaling or blogging, this type of reflective writing is a challenging task; some would even call it painful! It takes time to develop this type of skill, so preservice teachers should be eased into the process; adequate time must be allowed for writers to consider what they will write, how they will express these ideas, and to slowly enter into a dialogue with their professor. As well, even though blogging software is generally simple and easy to operate, new users should receive basic training on how to make effective use of all of the available options. Finally, if the blogging software is hosted on an Internet site, possibilities exist that an outsider may come across one of these blogs; as a result, privacy cannot be absolutely guaranteed if using one of these hosting services. However, none of these issues is insurmountable. By exploring all blogging software options and planning out how blogs will be introduced to a class of students, it is possible to create a successful and beneficial blogging program.

Additional requirements

When looking at incorporating blogging into preservice teachers’ professional practice, it is important to consider two additional points. These types of actions developed and cultivated while completing teacher training go a long way to becoming habit when starting one’s professional career. Waiting to instill these habits until after graduation and employment is too late. Adding these types of responsibilities on top of the heavy workload and stress of a first job is simply too much to ask; the act of reflection needs to become habit while completing teacher training. This way, the initial investment has already been made and has a greater chance of being maintained despite the heavy new workload not only because the habit has already been established, but because the benefits of reflection have already been discovered. The habit of blogging will continue not because it is habit, but because the payoffs have already become very tangible.

The second point to keep in mind is that when introducing blogging to one’s students, this cannot be presented as an optional task. DuFour & Eaker (1998: 118) recount a story of a school principal who understood that the nature of teaching can lead to isolation. He met with his staff and committed to making time and resources available to all staff members whenever they wanted to collaborate on any topic related to teaching and learning, even to the point of arranging for substitute teachers to create the necessary conditions for collaboration. These ideas were very well received and the principal was hailed as visionary leader. However, when this project was examined at the end of the year, not a single teacher had taken advantage of this offer. This highlights the problem that, no matter how much we know that some effort will be worthwhile and provide valuable results, it is often much easier to keep doing what we’re used to doing than to change. Preservice teachers need to know that we value this process so much, that we are making it a compulsory part of their educational experience.

Conclusion

Nothing presented here is revolutionary. The benefits of reflective journaling are well known. Blogging software is well established. However, the purpose for incorporating a reflective blogging process is being recommended here as one step to help make preservice teachers better risk-takers and to have an attitude to accept and channel student failure to a greater extent than is already done. The belief is that teaching professionals who have a solid understanding of how pedagogical theory translates into practice, and who are able to reflect on their experiences in order to determine how to consistently improve their practice, will be better able to bring out the same qualities in their students. This is but one part of a process that also needs to focus on helping teaching professionals collaborate to a greater extent and to develop strong communities of practice, but that’s an article for another day…
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