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Abstract 
The benefits of encouraging students to reflect on their learning are widely extolled, since 
reflection aids learners in understanding new information and forming new conceptions. 
Learning journals are used in a number of schools of architecture as a means to promote 
awareness of the design process, through encouraging students to reflect on their learning 
experiences. 

This paper outlines the findings of a small scale research project, looking at students’ 
perceptions of the use of learning journals within a school of architecture and sets out to 
identify the subsequent learning approaches and attitudes that they adopt.  The research 
identified three possible attitudes towards journal keeping held by students: natural; convert 
and disengaged. Natural types were pre-disposed towards keeping learning journals and 
found them beneficial.  Convert types were initially sceptical about the use of learning 
journals, but through their use became more convinced.  The disengaged students showed 
misconceptions of the purpose and potential benefit of the learning journal and did not find 
them to be beneficial. The research highlights the importance of how staff implement learning 
journal projects and support students in developing the confidence and ability to reflect. 
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Introduction 
Architectural studio projects enable students to develop and explore design propositions 
whilst engaging in a process of critical reflection. This they do through dialogue with tutors, 
peers and themselves and through exploration and interaction with materials and media.  
Reflective practice is often considered by teachers of architecture to be a key element of 
studio activity and for many this is in response to Donald Schön’s (1983; 1985) use of an 
architectural tutorial as an example of his theory of reflective practice.  Although Schön’s 
work is frequently cited in writings on architectural education it might be argued that his ideas 
have been adopted somewhat uncritically by teachers of architecture (Webster, 2008). It is 
also questionable whether students of architecture actually engage in reflective practice to 
the extent described by Schön or indeed to the same extent as other disciplines, such as 
healthcare, teaching and management.  Certainly the academic literature, exploring how 
reflective practice might be taught, encouraged and measured, is much more prevalent in 
those areas.   

Although the concept of reflection as an intellectual activity has been recognised since 
ancient times, John Dewey is commonly credited as being its key originator. Dewey saw 
reflection to be a particular form of thinking that could be used to resolve particular problems. 
Dewey distinguished reflection from more general thinking, by suggesting reflective thought 
was underpinned by evidence. Reflective thinking, rather than being a random chain of 
thoughts, relied upon each thought carefully relating to its predecessor and successor. He 
saw reflection as a deliberative process that can profoundly influence one’s experiences 
(Dewey, 1933, p. 104). 

Since Dewey, many authors have proposed a range of definitions of reflection, which 
represent differing conceptions of the term itself (Moon, 1999). For the purpose of this paper 
we will adopt the definition provided by Boud and colleagues as “those intellectual and 
affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to 
new understandings and appreciations” (Boud et al., 1985, p. 19). 

A wide body of literature has been developed on the subject of reflective practice particularly 
in the subject areas of education and healthcare, with writers arguing that reflection facilitates 
the linking of theory and practice, and encourages critical evaluation (Calderhead, 1988; Bain 
et al., 1999). It provides the link between an experience and learning from that experience 
(Blackwell et al., 2001), providing meaning to something that is personal and subjective 
(Platzer et al., 1997). 

As mentioned previously, Schön (1983) argues that reflection is a key element of 
professional thinking, suggesting that this is how professionals deal with complex and often 
ambiguous problems. Rather than attempt to apply some readily available theory or 
procedure, he argues that professionals use more intuitive processes which he refers to as 
‘reflection on action’, and ‘reflection in action’. Both suggest that reflection is closely bound 
with action, but the latter suggests reflecting on something whilst doing it, rather than at 
some subsequent period in time. Hatton and Smith (1995) suggest that it is this reflection in 
action that is the ultimate goal for the development of reflective capacity in students. 
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For Kolb (1984), reflection represents a key element of his experiential learning cycle. He 
suggests that students reflect upon a concrete experience that they have undertaken. They 
then use this reflection to draw conclusions and further conceptualise what they have 
experienced, which they can feed into further concrete experience though experimentation. 
Again reflection is closely bound up with action, and Kolb claims that the pursuit of this cycle 
leads to new learning. Moon (1999) provides a more sophisticated cyclical model based 
around how meaningful learning is assimilated and subsequently accommodated into what 
Ausubel and Robinson (1969, cited in Moon 1999) refer to as the cognitive structure. This 
implies the network of “facts, concepts, propositions, theories and raw perceptual data that 
the learner has available to him at any point in time” (p.108). As the cognitive structure 
accommodates new material, students are able to progress to further levels of learning and 
cognitive challenge. Moon (1999, p. 147) argues that by reflecting, students are able to 
‘upgrade’ their learning to even higher levels after the original time of learning.  

Constructivist theories of education see reflection as an aid towards achieving deep learning 
(Marton and Saljo, 1976).  Deep learning is likely to occur at a point when students start to 
reflect on the information that they are being given. They adopt an approach towards 
learning which seeks to attach meaning to the information that they are being taught.   

According to Moon (1999) reflection has the potential to make students aware of their 
learning and more importantly their approach to learning.  Moon is particularly interested in 
the role of journal writing as a learning tool which promotes reflection. She suggests that 
journal writing, when done in a reflective manner, can be considered meta-cognitive (Moon, 
2006, pp. 31-33), meaning that the student becomes aware of their learning process.  She 
presents learning journal writing as a way to achieve deep learning. Whilst for many 
educators, encouraging reflection might be considered as a means to develop students as 
more competent practitioners, some would argue that the development of reflective skills 
might be considered to be an end in itself (LaBoskey, 1993; McIntyre, 1993). More 
negatively, Betts (2004) argues that if handled incorrectly reflective practice can have no 
greater benefit than providing a form of personal therapy for an individual, or as a means to 
encourage conformity to a corporate norm. 

Contemporary discussions on architectural pedagogy suggest the need for a move from a 
model of architectural education where the process of learning is one of transmission and 
replication to one which is considered more student-centred (Dutton, 1991; Till, 2009).  In an 
earlier keynote presentation at the 2004 Studio Culture conference, Jeremy Till argued that 
much teaching in architecture in the past has been about the generation of ‘little architects’ in 
the mould of their ‘master’ teacher rather than allowing students to develop as individuals.  
The little architects were illustrated by way of puppets, controlled by a puppeteer (Till, 2004).  
Webster (2004a, p.108) argues in a similar manner that it is common for design tutors to act 
as “hegemonic overlords”, dominating design thought and discouraging critical reflection 
amongst (particularly the weaker) students. She argues that Schön’s (1983) example of Mr 
Quist teaching student Petra, seems to exemplify this domineering relationship and suggests 
that the reflection that Schön so values, may not be practised by the students . 
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A key paradox of architectural education is that, whilst much emphasis in teaching is placed 
upon the development and exploration of ideas and concepts, assessed credit is typically 
based on the final product of a student’s endeavours, usually a set of drawings and models 
representing a set of design proposals.  Little account is taken of the learning, or indeed 
reflection that has occurred whilst reaching that conclusion (Anthony, 1991; American 
Institute of Architecture Students, 2002). This implies that an assumption is made about the 
learning and reflection achieved, that if the design proposal is of a high quality, then students 
will have reached the required educational standards. Salama (2007) argues that as a result, 
architecture stands accused of focussing more on form issues while over-simplifying 
programmatic and contextual contexts.  Whilst students may engage in high levels of 
cognitive and affective thought during their explorations, by not taking account of process 
issues, students may receive little credit for the learning that might occur as a result of this.  
In research reflecting on the project work outcomes of art and design students, Davies 
(1998) noted that some students could appear to be engaging with deep learning, but 
evidence from reflections on their process contained within a learning journal suggested that 
their level of learning was much more superficial.  Conversely Davies discovered that some 
students, who were generating visually mundane outputs in their project work, were engaged 
in meaningful dilemmas in their thinking as part of the design process which only became 
apparent through their learning journals. 

Asking students to reflect on their process is seen by some as a means to raise the priority of 
design processes (Davies, 1998; Webster, 2004b; James, 2007) and to encourage students 
to think about their conception of what it means to be a designer (Davies and Reid, 2000).  
Learning journals (Moon, 2006) are vehicles for students to record their learning experiences 
and to reflect upon them.  They can take a variety of formats but might typically contain 
notes, diagrams, sketches and reflective thoughts.  Generally they contain an element of 
unstructured writing, commonly formatted in a similar manner to a diary, allowing the writer to 
reflect on experiences from a particular day or event. James (2007) argues that little 
research has been conducted in graphical reflection.  Her research in the area of fashion 
design suggests that the process of drawing and assembling a sketchbook or portfolio of 
images is in itself a reflective activity.  Similar conclusions are drawn by Webster (2004b) 
within architecture. Nevertheless, it is difficult to collect empirical evidence to suggest that 
visual reflection helps students to understand the design process, or whether it can help 
students sub-consciously identify areas for future improvement.  Perhaps the distinction 
made by Schön (1983) between reflection in action, a rapid sub-conscious process 
conducted whilst performing an action (in the case of architecture, drawing and making) and 
the more retrospective reflection on action conducted at a later stage, is of relevance here 
with graphical reflection being more akin to reflection in action, and text based reflection 
being an example of reflection on action. 
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Learning Journals at the Welsh School of Architecture, Cardiff 
University 
Learning journals were established in the Welsh School of Architecture as a tool for 
developing critical awareness and to encourage the valuing of process work amongst 
architecture students and staff and to provide an opportunity for students to reflect on their 
experiences of design project work.  The learning journal was set up as a mechanism to 
support creative experimentation by providing a means for crediting design process work in 
addition to the final product, which was traditionally the focus of assessment.  This was done 
partly to encourage students to take more risks within their design thinking, such that they 
could be credited even if a creative idea was ultimately unsuccessful.  Furthermore by 
providing a mechanism by which process could be evaluated students could consider their 
learning to design, to record their thoughts about the processes and crucially demonstrate 
meta-cognition and a deep approach to learning.  In completing their journals students were 
asked to record and reflect upon a wide range of experiences and influences; look critically at 
design precedents and the influence they had on their project work; identify their preferred 
working habits; show evidence of independent thinking; develop their own critical stance and 
present a well crafted and carefully composed portfolio of processes and final work and 
these formed the criteria for assessment for the journals. 

The learning journals were initially introduced as part of a university funded project into 
personal development planning, and the exercise was undertaken by an entire cohort of 63 

second year architecture students.  It formed part of an 80 credit module, Architectural 
Design 2, which contained all of the design project work within that particular year, and 
occupied the majority of the students’ time.  In itself, the learning journal was not intended as 
a means of demonstrating student achievement against any one particular learning outcome. 
Rather it was seen as a tool, by which students could evidence and reflect upon their 
achievement over a full range of the module learning outcomes.  The journals were assessed 
and whilst they only contributed to 2% of the total marks for the module, alongside design 
project work the journal’s contents could provide valuable evidence of the extent to which 
students have met the wider module learning outcomes.  The learning journals were 
introduced at the start of the second year by way of a lecture and hand-out to students.  As 
this was a new initiative, students were not able to see examples of a previous cohort’s 
journals.  To support the process of journal writing, tutorials were held with the students at 
the start, middle and end of each semester where advice could be given as to how the 
journals might be developed.  The journals were typically produced in small sketchbooks and 
students worked on them throughout the academic year.   

There was no specific content or format requirement for the journal, but the students were 
advised that they would be likely to want to include design process work; any material that 
has a bearing upon the development of their designs; sketches, comments, reflections and 
evaluations of taught courses, records of personal reading and any useful points that 
emerged from it, reflections on study habits and significant events, decisions and insights. It 
was intended that the learning journal would provide evidence of how students have learned 
from their educational experiences, thus encouraging them to think critically and develop a 
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questioning attitude towards their learning. It was also hoped that the learning journal would 
enable students to recognise the key skills that they had developed, which would assist them 
in their future careers.  

Students’ Attitudes towards Reflection 
It was recognised from the experience of the authors as a course tutor and former student, 
as well as through end of year teaching evaluations, that many students found using learning 
journals beneficial, whilst others were often more negative about them (sometimes 
considerably so) and struggled to see the purpose of completing the journal.  The aim of the 
investigation reported here was to gain an understanding of the range of student attitudes 
towards their use of learning journals as a form of reflective practice and to uncover some of 
the reasons for those differences. Particular interest was given to whether there were 
different conceptions between staff and students, how aware students were of the purpose 
and potential benefits of the learning journal and whether students with particular attitudes 
found the learning journals more beneficial. Laboskey (1994) had previously conducted 
research in the field of teacher education that suggested that in terms of their approaches 
towards reflection, students could be categorised into those who adopted a reflective 
approach and those who were more inclined to adopt an uncritical approach informed by 
what they saw as common sense. Research by Ellmers (2006) suggests that within graphic 
design approximately 40% of students were uncertain or dismissive of the value of reflection.  
Paterson (1995) in nursing also noted that some students struggle with the concept of 
reflection and argues that levels of reflection are partially determined by what she describes 
as a student’s reflective skill.  If that level is insufficient, then frustration is inevitable.  It was 
initially hypothesised that a similar reflective – non-reflective dimension existed amongst 
architecture students. 

The research was intended to be exploratory and qualitative in nature in order to uncover the 
range of student attitudes towards and perceptions of reflection and the reasons why certain 
students adopted particular attitudes.  The purpose of the research was to generate a 
hypothesis that could be developed and tested through further research, rather than to reach 
definitive, statistically valid conclusions.   

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the primary source of data since they could give 
an insight into students’ perceptions; highlight unexpected issues; and give the students the 
opportunity to describe their experiences in their own terms. The students selected for 
interview were all in the current third (degree) year at the Welsh School of Architecture, 
Cardiff University. They had all been asked to complete a learning journal during the 
previous academic year, and therefore the interviews focused on that particular task.  As 
statistical validity was not an issue the sample of students was selected by the researchers 
so that subjects showed a balanced range of attitudes towards reflection.  Willing participants 
from the entire cohort of 63 were asked whether their experience of completing the learning 
journal was positive or negative and nine were selected so that three showed a positive 
attitude, three were ambivalent and three showed a negative attitude. Six of the nine 
participants were female, and interestingly it proved impossible to find a willing male 
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participant who showed a positive attitude.  Interviews were also conducted with two 
members of staff who had been responsible for running the learning journal project.  It was 
known that these staff were supportive of the process of learning journals and therefore the 
interviews tended to focus more on the project’s rationale and outcomes rather than their 
attitudes.  Neither of the authors of this paper were tutors on the project. 

The interviews were focused, structured, narrative and of a limited length. The questions in 
the interview were intended to be non-leading and were tested and refined prior to the 
interviews taking place. A list of questions was drawn up and reduced to give what were 
considered to be the most productive questions. Attention was placed on the interview 
technique with the use of active listening and focusing on allowing the students to speak 
freely in order to elicit their perceptions. The interview script  was tested with Student A as a 
pilot study and then refined further to ensure that the interviews remained focused and 
relevant to the research question.  The eventual set of interview prompts covered the 
following broad areas: 

 The student’s perceptions of the purpose of the learning journal. 

 Details of the format of the learning journal adopted by the student, and why the 
students felt that style was appropriate. 

 The student’s perceptions of the benefits of completing the learning journal. 

 The student’s perceptions of how the learning journal was introduced and supported 
by staff. 

The interviews were transcribed and key substantive statements were highlighted (Gillham, 
2000).  It was then possible to use an open coding technique (Flick, 1998) to cluster the 
substantive statements into themes which could be used to build further theory.  Given the 
nature of the sample it was not possible to perform a statistically valid quantitative analysis 
based on the number of times a particular issue was raised by the student, but it was still 
possible to highlight those themes for which there was a degree of consensus.   

Analysis of Interviews 
The principal themes that emerged from the interviews could be categorised into two major 
categories.  Firstly, there were issues to do with the context within which the learning journal 
was completed and the students’ perceptions of that context.  This included issues to do with 
the perceived rationale for completing the learning journal, references to the impact on the 
way the journals were completed as a result of them being compulsory, and the nature of the 
tuition, guidance and support provided by the university staff.  A second set of comments 
related to the student as an individual, specifically in terms of any benefits that the student 
might have encountered, their attitude towards completing the learning journal and, of 
particular interest to the authors, whether attitudes towards reflection changed as a result of 
completing the learning journal.  
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Perceptions of context 
It was clear from the student interviews that how the students approached their learning 
journals was influenced by their perceptions of the external context within which they were 
working.  The learning journal was a compulsory, assessed element for all students and this 
appeared to have an impact on what students included.  A clear majority of the students 
interviewed felt that the reason they were asked to complete the learning journal was 
because it was a government or university requirement, rather than something that would be 
for their own personal benefit.  One student even claimed that there was a perception 
amongst students that they were asked to do this because it was providing data for the 
tutor’s Ph.D: this was not the case.  The interviews also suggested that there was a notion 
that students felt under pressure to produce a presentable piece of work for the learning 
journal, and that the aesthetic quality of the learning journal was a part of the assessment 
criteria: 

“…had it not been assessed I don’t know if I would have bothered to put together 
something that looked like a final presentation piece at the end.” – Student G 

“It was just having to write them down in a way that someone else can read them that 
was the added pressure…I felt like I was just trying to make ‘pretty’ everything that I’d 
already learnt so it wasn’t about learning anything else it was just more about making 
it look pretty.” – Student B 

Whilst the students were asked to present a journal that was well crafted and carefully 
composed, the need to produce a finished piece that was ‘pretty’ was not necessarily 
advocated during the project introduction and tutorials, Nevertheless, the students’ 
interpretation was that a reader or assessor would understand them more clearly if their 
journal was well presented.  The comments suggested that some students were becoming 
overly fixated with the presentation of their journals, perhaps at the expense of the aim of 
achieving deeper learning through reflection. Of the six students who commented on the 
importance of presentation, there was a mix of those who expressed a positive and negative 
view of the learning journal. 

Given that the work was assessed, privacy or lack of, and confidentiality issues may have 
had the potential to alter the content of a journal.  It prevents an author from reflecting on 
issues which may be intensely important, and for which reflection could offer a means of 
resolution. Although this is an issue that is frequently referenced in the literature (Walker, 
1985; Paterson, 1995; Smith and Tillema, 2003; Moon, 2006) it was only considered a 
significant issue by a few students.  Nevertheless, the majority did say that it had a limited 
effect on their learning journals in that they kept it in mind and censored themselves at times: 

“I wrote on separate pieces of paper the more brutal comments about tutors and 
critics and decided not to put those in, in case they got read!” – Student H 

“It felt quite intrusive because I think it was quite a personal thing because I did it 
primarily for myself…so that I could keep track of my development and show me 
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things about my work that I didn’t realise before…It was fine that people read it, but it 
was a bit strange.” – Student H 

Others had a more overt reaction; these students tended to be negative towards the learning 
journal, possibly because they felt that their privacy was being invaded. It may be that they 
felt unable to use their learning journals to reflect on important, personal issues: 

“My sketchbook and my learning journal are absolutely personal to me and I don’t feel 
comfortable with sharing that with someone.” – Student F 

“It made me do something that I would be willing to show people…very, very 
apparent in my mind….every page has got to have something on it that I don’t mind 
being shown.” – Student E 

One student claimed that she would have been more inclined to complete the learning 
journal if it had not been compulsory but others said they wouldn’t.  This raises a conflict 
between motivation and assessment; students only do learning journals because they are 
assessed, but the benefits are less because their reflection is reduced as a result of a lack of 
privacy. They feel restricted, can become frustrated and negative towards the learning 
journal and miss out on potential benefits which the learning journal may have to offer.  This 
perhaps supports assertions by Smith and Tillema (2003) that high levels of reflection can 
never be achieved when work is assessed.  Nevertheless, as a number of the students 
claimed that they would not have done the learning journal if it had not been assessed, then 
it is difficult to see how it might be possible to resolve this issue. 

It is traditional for Architecture students and professionals to keep a sketch book in which 
they note down ideas and thoughts related to their design projects.  From entry into the 
School, students are encouraged by staff to keep a sketch book, even if it does not form a 
formally assessed part of the course. It is hoped that its utilisation would become central to 
the way a student works throughout their architectural education and future career.  The 
interviews carried out as part of this project suggested some confusion between the sketch 
book and learning journal. There is clearly some overlap between the two and there is 
potential for the sketch book to become the starting point for a graphically orientated 
reflective journal (James, 2007). Nevertheless, many students perceived that their 
sketchbook was not permitted to be their learning journal even though our interviews with 
staff suggest that this was a misconception.  When asked about basing the learning journal 
around a sketch book one student suggested that: 

“We weren’t allowed to. We had to submit two separate things. Otherwise, in my 
head, it would have been a lot more clear if I’d just had everything together.” – 
Student B 

This misconception was not necessarily universal as another student pointed out: 

“I kept a sketchbook throughout the year which was basically just my very rough 
work….I just thought that I would take it literally as a learning journal and just literally 
write down what I’d learnt and what I was trying to learn." – Student C 
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The interviews suggested that this confusion could possibly be related to the way that the 
learning journal was introduced to the students, which many students felt was vague.  This 
could explain the students’ uncertainty as to why they had been asked to do a learning 
journal.  There appeared to be a difference in perception of the learning journal between staff 
who saw the learning journal as an extended, annotated sketch book, and students who felt 
that it was something else.  It is possible that staff deliberately made the introduction vague, 
to allow the students some freedom of approach, but this was an aspect that some students 
struggled with.  There was no deliberate attempt to prevent students from submitting their 
sketchbooks but tutors were trying to emphasise the need for an extra layer of thought and 
reflection. It was not sufficient for the learning journal to just be the student’s everyday 
sketchbook; there needed to be some additional evidence of critical questioning. 

Many students were unsure about the role their design process work (which would previously 
been placed in the sketch book) played in the learning journal.  Even if students did perceive 
the learning journal in the way that it was intended, it was not always easy for the students to 
express the process they were undertaking in their design project work. Student J was keen 
to document his design processes but was unsure how to explain it. Ultimately he was left 
feeling unsuccessful and frustrated in his attempts to utilise the learning journal to record his 
process work.  

It was apparent from the interview data that those students who understood the purpose of 
the journal seemed to benefit from the exercise to a greater extent than those who didn’t.  
Sadly there were perceptions from the staff and student interviews that other members of 
staff, who had negative pre-conceptions of the use of learning journals, were promoting 
negative attitudes amongst the students. In one case a visiting tutor advised the student not 
to complete the learning journal: 

“One of the things that affected me about the learning journal was [another] tutor’s 
comments about it like ‘what’s the point doing this because students already assess 
themselves anyway’ and ‘don’t bother’.” – Student F 

This tutor was presenting a contradictory argument to that of the course leader which can do 
little more than cause confusion in the minds of students. This is always a danger in studio 
teaching situations where design teaching is often delegated to a team of visiting tutors who 
might not value (or understand) the purpose and benefits of reflective practice to the same 
extent.  This issue demonstrates the importance of careful briefing of visiting tutors.  

Perceptions of learning 
Although some students viewed the learning journal quite negatively, on the whole many 
students perceived the benefits of producing it.  Some reported that the journal gave 
students a sense of achievement and pride.  Student D commented on benefits of: 

“…realising what you’d achieved and seeing the summary.” – Student D 
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Other students suggested: 

“I realised that I’d actually done well; I thought that it encouraged me to actually do 
more work, to sort of keep doing well.” – Student E 

“It made me feel a bit confident of my work…I realised that I had actually done quite a 
lot of work and some of it I was quite proud of, and it was quite nice!” – Student J 

This sensation of pride and achievement often came as a surprise to the students, possibly 
since those that raised the issue wouldn’t have described themselves as ‘natural’ journal 
keepers and had only participated in the exercise because they felt that it was compulsory. 

Other benefits highlighted in the interviews included the development of organisational skills: 

“I keep a little book with me all the time now…just to write to-do lists…I think it’s made 
me organised.” – Student C 

“It was very much a sort of going through a lot of work and rough work and trying to 
summarise my ideas to clarify them.” – Student D 

It suggests that by completing the learning journal, students learned to focus their work in a 
reflective manner and organise their thoughts: making some students feel more in control. 
This supports James’ (2007) comments on the reflective benefits of compiling a portfolio. 

Other students found that the learning journal was a good support tool and was beneficial, 
especially when things were not going well academically. Several interviewees volunteered 
information as to how the learning journal had provided a place to ‘vent’ emotions and it even 
helped one student to decide whether or not to leave the course. 

Despite some students openly claiming that the learning journal had not given any great 
benefit and that many would not have done the learning journal if it had been optional to 
them, all the students demonstrated an understanding and awareness of reflection in the way 
that they discussed their learning journals during the interviews.  This awareness suggests 
that the students may be reflective, but this is not something that is encouraged through the 
act of completing a  learning journal.  This is evident in remarks such as: 

“We continually self assess ourselves in architecture anyway all through the year… 
when I mean self assessment I mean talking with my colleagues about my work. It’s 
purely verbal and it’s continuous everyday.” – Student F 

“In my mind I understand things far more if I reflect and write about them…you can’t 
really progress your learning without something that you’ve got that contains a couple 
of your thoughts.” – Student A 

“Architecture is very demanding…if someone says, ‘Oh that’s a good idea’, and you 
write it down it kind of makes you think, ‘Oh I am actually good at doing this’. It kind of 
gives you a little bit more drive when something is wrong.” – Student E 

“Writing your thoughts down makes you collect them and it gives them coherence and 
makes you understand them better, and you understand why you’re thinking that 
more than if they’re just a jumble in your head.” – Student H 
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When questioned about the learning journal a number of attitudes became apparent. A 
number of students already kept sketchbooks, partly as a habit instilled in first year and partly 
as a natural compulsion: 

‘‘I think that I like to write and I used to keep a diary anyway so I sort of just 
abandoned a personal diary as such and just chose to reflect more on architecture. 
And I think of it as being very relevant to the development of my design work and my 
theory. because I think in my mind I understand things far more if I reflect and write 
about them and sometimes I can then learn and that will influence how I go about 
doing something the next day.” – Student A 

“I realised that I was doing that anyway in my sketchbook.” – Student G 

Much like Moon (2006), who herself confesses to be a natural journal keeper, those who 
were naturally inclined to keep a journal had fewer issues and frustrations with the learning 
journal. This is possibly because they had already experienced the benefits to them of 
reflective journal keeping.  These interviews suggested a self-motivation on the part of the 
student: 

“It sort of forced you to lay out your thoughts a bit more systematically…[it] made 
tutorials a bit easier.” – Student G 

“I did it primarily for myself…so that I could keep track of my development and show 
me things about my work that I didn’t realise before.” – Student H 

Most of the students who showed this degree of self-motivation were able to demonstrate 
some form of positive outcome of using the learning journal such as those described at the 
start of this sub section. 

Not all participants were initially convinced of the benefits of keeping a learning journal.  
Some participants began the learning journal with scepticism, believing it to be poor use of 
their time.  This attitude may have been a result of their own personal pre-conceptions, 
unenthusiastic staff attitudes and the low academic weighting the learning journal had been 
allocated in terms of the contribution towards the students’ final mark.  Whilst a few remained 
entirely disengaged with the learning journal and its benefits, there were several students 
whose attitudes had changed and are now actively using sketchbooks in a reflective manner 
and finding them highly supportive in developing their architectural education: 

“…it was a help to be able to jot things down, and I always do that now anyway. I’m 
writing things down all the time.” – Student C 

Student E, seemingly speaking on behalf of the student group as a whole suggested that a 
number of individuals’ views of learning journals had changed:   

“It just seemed like a pointless exercise when we had a lot of work to do…so we 
thought it was like a massive pile of work on the side and we weren’t sure whether it 
was being assessed so we were reluctant to sort of start it…But in the end I think it 
did turn in peoples’ minds into being something quite sort of useful.” 
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Even so there remained a group of students who felt that they had achieved no real benefit 
from the learning journal.  Their attitudes towards the journal were generally negative: 

“...[it] made me feel like it was a big waste of time…” – Student J  

“I feel like I mainly do that [write annotations] for the tutors. I work best when I don’t 
have to stop to write down what I’m thinking.” – Student J 

“It counted for so little that if it was assessed then it wouldn’t matter at all. Cos no one 
really took it seriously, it was just daft.” – Student F 

“I was quite frank with her [the tutor] that I didn’t enjoy the learning journal.” – Student 
F  

This diverse range of views supports our earlier suspicions that some students were more 
inclined to reflect than others.  Furthermore the more ‘reflective’ interviewees tended to  
recognise that not all of their peers shared the same inclination as themselves.  For instance 
student B suggested that: 

“…I keep a sketchbook anyway. Whereas I think some people, it kind of forced them 
to analyse stuff a bit more and maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe that’s why it’s 
unpopular because people don’t like, necessarily having to analyse everything that 
they do. But I think for me it’s quite a natural process anyway.” Student B 

A Proposed Typology of Learners 
The above arguments suggest three distinctive attitudes towards reflective practice that the 
students may demonstrate depending upon their attitude towards reflection: natural, convert 
and disengaged. These are now described: 

Naturals are writers who are already naturally inclined to keep journals and appear to benefit 
from journal writing. In the present study, it was easy for these students to participate in the 
learning journal since they already understood (perhaps implicitly) what it would do for them. 
Students A, B and H all fall into this category. From the interviews these students clearly 
discussed the benefits of reflection and personal development as demonstrated in the 
previous section. They freely made reference to keeping sketchbooks and appear to have 
few issues with the privacy of their learning journals. Most said that they consistently used 
their learning journal throughout the year as they went along. These students were also able 
to clearly identify personal development as a reason for participating in the learning journal. 
They mostly classified themselves as having had positive learning experiences. 

Converts were initially sceptical about the learning journal and were often confused as to 
what was required. Over time, however, these students became involved in the learning 
journal and started to notice benefits. This was because they fully engaged with the task, and 
gradually began using the learning journal more regularly rather than just prior to deadlines. 
Converts include students C and E. Notably student C who found a lot of support in the 
learning journal, as did student E when projects did not go as well as anticipated.  As we saw 
in the previous section, student E clearly showed how his perception of learning journals had 
moved from ‘pointless’ to ‘quite useful’. The process of the learning journal helped these 
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students to form habits which have been continued, as well as developing critical and 
reflective awareness.   

Disengaged students found little benefit in completing the learning journal. Whilst the entire 
sample interviewed had participated and submitted a learning journal of some description 
some had only gone through the motions. These students were highly critical of the learning 
journal project and often felt that there was little benefit in it. The disengaged included 
students D, F and J. These students were very concerned with format and presentation 
which perhaps led them to miss the purpose of reflection. Their learning journals lacked 
personal commentary and critique, instead these students tended to focus on presentation 
and what they felt was the minimum necessary to pass. They generally only filled in their 
learning journals prior to a tutorial or assessment when they felt that it was obligatory. As a 
result of their negative perceptions, the students found few benefits of the learning journal.  
Following the academic literature they are likely to demonstrate a surface learning approach 
to learning. 

It was clear that the majority of students were initially sceptical about the learning journals, 
even though some students subsequently viewed them more favourably.  But why might 
some students become converts, and others remain disengaged? 

Typically disengaged students struggled to understand how the learning journal would 
benefit them and tended to view other pieces of work as having a higher priority. It is possible 
that the whole concept of reflection was something that was unfamiliar to them and they were 
therefore unaware of any potential benefits. In addition some had issues with the lack of 
privacy resulting from the journal being assessed and were therefore unwilling to express 
themselves openly.  They generally produced the minimum that they felt was required 
attempting to present experiences without reflective commentary. They also kept the activity 
of the learning journal separate from their other activities and did not integrate it with any of 
their other work. As a result levels of reflection were low and they were not able to 
experience any benefits from reflection. This lack of benefit further reinforced the students’ 
negative perception of the learning journal.  

In contrast the convert students placed an initial higher priority on their learning journal.  
Whilst initially sceptical, they tended to feel that the learning journal might have some benefit 
and were trusting of the staff, believing that they would not be asked to do something unless 
it was in some way beneficial. Interestingly the convert students both described incidents 
elsewhere on the course and within their personal lives on which they were able to reflect in 
order to make sense of their experiences.  It was as a result of this that they started to value 
reflection. It would appear that sceptical students perhaps need help in developing a 
personal desire to reflect.  As well as extolling the benefits of learning journals, perhaps one 
of the roles of tutors supervising students is to provide scaffolding or a framework to help 
students gain greater confidence in reflecting. 

Students on architecture courses generally have a heavy workload perhaps compared to 
some of their peers, and it is typical for students to work for long hours and late nights 
(American Institute of Architecture Students, 2002).  Design is a time consuming process, 
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and this leaves little time to spend on learning journals. This workload pressure and 
perceived demand for high standards of presentation signals to the student that a surface 
approach may be the most time efficient strategy to adopt.  Many students found the time 
commitment required by the learning journal daunting, even though in theory organisation 
skills gained from completing the journal might result in a reduction in workload.   

Paterson (1995) argues that there are four factors which impact upon an individual’s 
willingness and ability to reflect: the individual's developmental level of reflection; the 
individual's perception of the trustworthiness of the teacher; the clarity and nature of 
expectations associated with the journal writing assignment; and the quantity and quality of 
the teacher's feedback.  Many of these factors concur with the findings contained here.  
Paterson argues that the individual’s developmental level of reflection could be seen as a 
skill, which can be developed through careful coaching and scaffolding.   Student J, who felt 
frustration at trying to reflect on his design process, may well have been lacking in this 
reflective skill.  He felt that reflection was about ‘self analysis’ and he did not feel capable of 
achieving this through writing. It is possible that the convert students were able to develop 
and improve their level of reflective thinking skills.  Student E, who could be classed as a 
convert, talked about how the tutor had encouraged the use of her interest in photography as 
a starting point to reflection, highlighting the importance of the tutor’s role in helping the 
students. 

Paterson also argues that it is important that the tutor is seen as someone who can be 
trusted.  Students need to be able to express their beliefs without fear of negative 
consequences.  Clearly some of the comments previously mentioned suggest that some, 
even if not all of the students, felt compromised by the fact that the work was assessed and 
would be read by other people.  Nevertheless there are questions about whether the 
students would have done the work at all if it had not been assessed.  This remains an 
awkward dilemma, which needs further investigation to address.  One possibility might be 
clear guidance to the students that assessment will be based upon the depth of reflection, 
rather than specific content within the learning journals.  A further alternative would be to 
encourage the peer assessment of learning journals (Bain et al., 2002).  It is useful to provide 
feedback to students on the level of reflection that they achieve or need to develop. 
Research suggests that students find this more useful than providing general advice to the 
students on their experience (Bain et al., 2002). Feedback should be provided at timely 
intervals during a period of experience, so that students can act on that experience. Paterson 
(1995) argues that the ultimate goal here is to be able to see the tutorial process as a 
dialogue between student and tutor.  Roberts (2009) suggests that a combination of an 
individual’s propensity to reflect and the nature of the support given to the student has an 
impact on the type and level of reflection demonstrated by the student. 

The comments above also show concern amongst the students that the initial guidance on 
the learning journals was vague.  There was a feeling that they were unclear of what was 
expected of them, and in some cases the interviews suggested that students were directed 
by rumour rather than fact.  Paterson (1995) also argues about the importance of clear 



 
A. Roberts & H. Yoell: Reflectors, Converts and the Disengaged: A study of Undergraduate 

Architecture Students’ Perceptions of Undertaking Learning Journals 
 

 
89 

Journal for Education in the Built Environment, Vol. 4, Issue 2, December 2009 
Copyright © 2009 CEBE 

 

guidance as to why it was necessary to complete the learning journal, citing this as a factor 
determining a student’s willingness to reflect.  She describes her experience in nursing 
where students are given a comprehensive induction, including the critical evaluation of 
previous students’ work.  As mentioned earlier, this was not possible in this project, given 
that this was the first year that the learning journals project was run. 

Conclusions 
The categories of natural, convert and disengaged proposed in this paper are tentative and 
hypothetical. Nevertheless an understanding that students bring to the learning situation 
different pre-conceptions, values and propensities to reflect is something that needs to be 
considered by teachers of architecture who are attempting to encourage reflective practice 
amongst their students.  The case of the convert is of particular interest as this appears to 
have been someone who has only come to value the use of reflection through actively 
engaging in the learning journal.   

It was clear from the interview data that the students’ understanding of the purpose and 
nature of the learning journal were not as the staff supervising the exercise had intended. 
The learning journal was intended to be a vehicle to encourage reflection and to record 
architectural process work in a deep or meta-cognitive way, however, many students failed to 
see it in this way.  The result was a surface approach to the learning journal by many 
students.  It was also apparent from the research that if students perceive reflective work as 
an assessed task, then they may be less inclined to provide personal, deep reflection. 
Nevertheless, there is a perception that assessed work may encourage students to engage 
in reflective activities. 

Given that the students on this course were all highly qualified in terms of secondary school 
grades, many arriving at the School with three A grade “A” levels under the UK qualifications 
system, they appeared to have different qualitative approaches towards their journal keeping, 
which may be a result of different experiences in their prior learning.  The disengaged 
students appeared to have very little experience of reflective learning.  As a result, the 
students showed little commitment towards the learning journal and adopted a surface 
learning approach.  This gave little in the way of reward, which further re-enforced their 
negative conceptions.  Those students who were willing to accept the importance of 
reflection in their learning journals tended to adopt a more positive attitude as rewards for 
their deeper levels of reflection became apparent.  Further research is needed into the prior 
learning experiences of students and how these might influence their willingness to reflect. 

The research has led to some interesting provisional conclusions but it is important to 
recognise the limitations of the findings. The length of time that elapsed between the 
students doing the learning journal and being interviewed was almost a whole year and this 
may have had an effect on their responses and their ability to recall the experience.  Whilst 
this research was generally of a qualitative nature, looking for themes and theory building, 
the selected sample may not have been entirely representative.  Only students who were 
willing to discuss their experiences ‘on the record’ were interviewed. Furthermore, the 
interviewed students tended to be those who chose to work in the collaborative environment 
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of the School’s design studio, rather than those who preferred to work independently at 
home.  This meant that a certain section of the cohort was not represented.  The students 
were not randomly selected, but chosen based on whether they claimed to have found the 
learning journal useful or not – in order (it was hoped) to gain a full range of viewpoints.  The 
sample also contained more females than males since they were more willing to be 
interviewed.  Within the scope of this project it was not possible to compare the students’ 
interview responses to the level of reflection shown in their journals.  This is certainly an area 
where further research might be instigated. 

This research has implications for how staff introduce and tutor the learning journal projects, 
with a need for them to recognise that part of their role is to help students develop 
confidence and an ability to reflect.  Furthermore, the research suggests that there is a need 
for staff to demonstrate a clarity of purpose in setting the learning journal task and provide 
adequate and timely feedback.  There is a need for initial guidance and support to those 
students who are novices in the field of reflective thought, perhaps demonstrating examples 
of what ‘highly reflective’ work might look like.  It may be helpful to engage students in warm-
up reflective activities before they commence learning journals. Walker (1985) provides, for 
example, a set of guidelines, based upon his own experience, which can also be of 
assistance when introducing reflection to novice students.  This research also showed an 
inconsistency in staff attitudes, especially with visiting tutors, and further research into the 
impact of negative preconceptions by staff may be necessary. 

This research has identified three possible attitudes towards journal keeping held by 
students: natural; convert and disengaged. Natural types were pre-disposed towards keeping 
learning journals and found them beneficial.  Convert types were initially sceptical about the 
use of learning journals, but through their use became more convinced of their value.  The 
disengaged students showed misconceptions of the purpose and potential benefit of the 
learning journal and did not find them to be beneficial.  Further, more detailed research is 
needed to confirm the nature and validity of these types, the extent of their presence within a 
wider population, the possible reasons for their existence and the impact that these 
characteristics might have on students’ development.  
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