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Abstract

Recently, many language teachers have encouraged learners to record their
learning experiences. Journal writing not only provides a chance for learners to practice
using the target language, but also results in increased awareness of their learning
processes. This qualitative study investigates learners’ self evaluation reports about
their experience of journal writing and seeks to discover whether journal writing
produces any changes in their attitudes towards learning with respect to learner
autonomy. The reports are viewed from the following three perspectives: self-initiative,
self-awareness and self-evaluation.
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Introduction

Recently, many language teachers (Barfield, 2003; Burton & Carroll, 2001;
Casanave, 1993; Carroll, 1994; Duppenthaler, 2004) have encouraged learners to
record their learning experiences through journals in their target languages. Journal
writing not only provides a chance for students to practice using the target language,
but can also be a valuable tool to foster learner autonomy, since reflecting while writing
on their learning experiences in class and outside of class will strengthen their
understanding of what they learned, make them aware of their weakness of language
learning, and encourage them to continue their self-learning (Carroll, 1994; Cresswell,
2000; Matsumoto, 1996; Ho & Richards, 1993). However, while there is a lot of
research written from the point of view of teacher, there are fewer reports on the
changes that students may or may not undergo when keeping journals over an
extended period of time. This study investigates students’ own opinions about journal
writing and seeks to discover whether journal writing produces any changes in their
attitudes towards learning. They are viewed from the following three aspects: self-
initiative, self-awareness and self-evaluation.

Literature Review

Several studies have shown that if learners write regularly, in authentic ways, their
writing fluency will be strengthened and retrospective analysis will help them raise
awareness of their own learning (Brown, 1994; Matsumoto, 1996; Yang, 2005).
Learning journals and diaries are one means of organising this kind of regular practice,
and they help learners self-monitor, self-assess and reflect on their learning processes
(Cotterall, 1995; Nunan, Lai & Keobke, 1999; Usuki, 2001). Still, being able to reflect



well is quite difficult for many learners. For example, Lor (cited in Benson, 2001)
monitored the writings of 12 students who wrote 10 or more entries in reflective
journals She found that the students involved did not find it easy to reflect on their
learning, and often needed the teacher's help in deciding what to write. For the most
part, ‘their journal entries were neither well integrated nor transformative’ (Benson,
2001, p. 207).

Learner autonomy is defined by Holec (1981) as ‘the ability to take charge of
one’s own learning’ (p. 3). In the Japanese EFL learning context, ‘reactive autonomy’
advocated by Littlewood (1999) seems more suitable (Ford, 2000). In reactive
autonomy, learners organise their resources autonomously to reach a goal that has
been set. This is the kind of autonomy which ‘does not create its own directions, but,
once a direction has been initiated, [for example, by the teacher or the curriculum - YT],
enables learners to organise their resources autonomously in order to reach their goal’
(Littlewood, 1999, p. 75).

The first step towards this ability to organise one’s activities autonomously is to
become aware of one’s own learning processes. Guided journals can help students to
do this. Rather than emphasising the importance of simply writing journals regularly, we
would help our students better by guiding them in such a way as to provoke deeper
reflection, and providing opportunities to discuss the processes of learning that arise
from their experiences. No matter whether their feelings are positive or negative,
conscious reflection is a good start to autonomous learning. As Benson (2001, p. 207)
points out, ‘reflections upon positive feelings can confirm the learner’s sense of the
rightness of a plan. Negative feelings about learning experiences can become
occasions for deeper reflection leading to changes in plan’.

My Practice

Therefore, in this study, after assigning semi-guided learning journals (Appendix
1) for an academic year, students’ self-evaluation reports with provided questions
(Appendix 2) were collected in order to help students reflect on changes of their
learning attitudes explicitly. | assigned these learning journals to 27 sophomore college
students, in the Kansai area, whose major was business. These were low-intermediate
proficiency level students (as measured by the university’s internal placement test’).
The students had 2 classes of English per week, and | asked them to write learning
journals once a week as part of homework outside class. The topic could be about
anything connected with the usage of the language or they could use the hints that |
provided to guide their journal writing (see Appendix 1). | collected their writings (on
loose leaf paper) at the beginning of each class, gave my comments on the content
and returned them the following week. As the focus was on reflection, | seldom
corrected mistakes as long as the mistakes did not interfere with the meaning,
Occasionally | showed them some good examples of entries that other students had
written in order to demonstrate what they were capable of writing and to help them
build their confidence.

At the end of the academic year | had collected 558 journal entries and 25 final
reports. The students’ final reports evaluating their changes by means of continuing
learning journals provide the main data for this study.

Research Questions

My reading of the literature, and my previous classroom research in this area of
teaching had given me good grounds to believe that awareness of the process was

" The placement test in this university has been administered since 1999. It has been
revised several times and it includes 100 questions-50 listening questions and 50 reading
questions. Cronbach'’s alpha reliability of the version used in this study is .77.



important for language learners, but that facilitating the development of this awareness
required a great deal of support from the teacher. | therefore wanted to seek answers
to the following questions, in order to put these beliefs to the test:

a.To what extent did the guided learning journals help students to become
aware of their learning processes and organise their resources autonomously in
order to reach their goals?

b.In what ways did the students perceive that they had changed as a result of
the journal writing?

In order to address these questions | designed an end-of year questionnaire to
help students to evaluate the experience. | didn’t want to rely on a simple multiple-
choice questionnaire because | wanted to allow students to reflect on the experience in
a deeper way than that. On the other hand if | simply asked them to write an evaluation
of the journal writing experience they would have had great difficulty. Therefore |
created an open ended questionnaire addressing these questions. My previous
research (Yang, 2007) had suggested self-initiative, self- awareness and self-
evaluation are the most important factors to influence their autonomous learning; |
therefore tried to construct the questions using these factors as a framework, while at
the same time leaving them free to express their opinions in their own ways. This
balancing act is not easy and leaves the questionnaire open to the charge of leading
students to pre-ordained answers. Nevertheless, the responses were varied enough to
suggest that students were not overly constrained by this structure.

To analyse the data, | took these three factors as the framework and picked the
following evidence from their self-reports.

Analysis of Learners’ Reports

In a previous study (Yang, 2007) it was found that Japanese college students
were weak in terms of self-initiative and making plans. The study also found that they
were poor at reflecting on the content of their learning and on the learning process. For
example, they did not make plans for their study and did not know how to efficiently
make use of their time for English study. Finally the study found that they were poor at
changing their learning methods, regulating their learning materials based on their
needs, and were not skilled at creating a good study environment for themselves. In
the following section, | will discuss the results of the present study in relation to these
factors by analysing students’ reports about how their attitudes had changed as a result
of the journal writing during the year.

Self-initiative

After writing in their learning journals for two semesters, more than 10 students
mentioned that they were motivated to learn English voluntarily. Here are some of their
comments. (All of the following excerpts in this article were originally written in English
and no correction is made).

Excerpt 1

| came to like writing better than before, because | felt happy when |
could write sentences without a dictionary although they were easy
expressions

Excerpt 2

My study habits were changed by writing journals in the long term,
because they raise my enthusiasm in English study, and | learned to
enjoy studying English in a lot of ways which different from before.



Journal writing is a good stimulus to encourage students’ to stay actively
involved in their English language learning, excerpt 3 and 4 are good examples.

Excerpt 3
While | wrote my journals, | realised that | forgot many words. So | began to pick
up the word book | used in high school to review words and phrases | learned.

Excerpt 4

| think the learning journal was effective and significance in learning English
because by writing this compulsory, | always needed to think about | should do
English things in my mind.

Self-awareness

Yang (2007) indicated that the students in the study were poor at reflecting on
the content of their journals, nor were they skilled at adjusting the content to satisfy
their individual learning needs. However, by means of sticking to journal writing for nine
months, many students appear to have begun to make tentative steps in this direction,
as the following comments indicate:

Excerpt 5
Writing journals made me think about my study. When | think about my study;, |
have to think the way of studying English and study it harder.

Excerpt 6

| understood my weakness which was lack of ability in speaking and listening
English. | think journal gave me a good chance to make the most of my English
ability. And | sought to overcome them by plugging a homework every day.

Excerpt 7
Thanks to do learning journals, | learned more English words than before |
started it.

The above examples showed us that after realising their weakness, students
came to think more about how to overcome their shortcomings and make plans for
outside learning. The learning journal provided an opportunity for self-analysis since it
gave students a chance to reflect on their obstacles and achievements (Usuki, 2001).
In short, the opportunity to reflect encourages learner involvement.

Self-evaluation

Students also showed that they were developing the skills to evaluate their learning
progress, when they expressed satisfaction on the realisation that they could write
longer sentences and were able to express their ideas more fluently.

Excerpt 8
My later journals are longer than the first writing, but the time is shorter than
before. So it means | can write more fluently than before. | am very happy about it.

Excerpt 9
| realised that my English ability declined badly. | didn’t study English much last
year. | thought | need to study English every week.



In this section, students’ perceptions towards their learning have been summarised
from three aspects. After journal writing for over nine months, it is clear that most
students exhibited more self-initiative and management of their learning, more
awareness of their weaknesses, more ability to find suitable learning methods, and
became better at evaluating their learning efficiency objectively.

Discussion

In the author’s previous study, the students were comparatively poor at
exercising self-initiative, making plans and at being flexible. One of the possible
reasons was that in the past their teachers have generally provided the plans and set
goals for the students. It is has been reported that it is a common practice in Japan for
teachers to be concerned with demonstrating their authority, and for students to accept
passively their teacher’s instruction in an unquestioning and unchallenging manner
(Palfreyman & Smith, 2003; Benson, Chik & Lim, 2003; Usuki, 2003).

However, many researchers (Oxford, 2002; Takeuchi, 2002; Shimabayashi &
Okada, 2004) indicate what is done outside the classroom is more important than what
is taught in the classroom. One of the differences between high proficient learners and
low proficient learners in Takeuchi’s research (2003) concerns the use of metacognitive
strategies, specifically setting goals. According to his research, highly proficient
learners are good at making plans and scheduling their self-study effectively while less
proficient students are not. Thus, whether students are able to make plans, continue
with those plans, and be flexible enough to adjust their learning activities would seem
to be very important in autonomous learning.

Although the learners in both this study and the earlier one were generally
motivated and exhibited a desire to strive to master English, they were not well
equipped with study skills and learning strategies, so they needed considerable teacher
support, guidance and advice in order to allow them to begin to develop as
autonomous learners.

Bearing these things in mind, we may understand how the small changes of
students’ learning attitudes occurred. Journal writing gave the students the opportunity
and the freedom to think about their learning, and this reflective role encouraged them,
in consultation with the teacher, to voluntarily set goals, make their learning plans,
design and evaluate their self-study, and to select and utilise appropriate methods and
effective strategies to achieve their objectives.

Conclusion

This paper, based on students’ own opinions about journal writing, describes
some of the changes that took place in their attitudes about learning and their views on
the benefits of journal writing. The results of students’ evaluations indicate that weekly
journals help students reflect upon their learning experience and achievement,
functioning as an instrument for self-initiative, self-awareness, and self-evaluation
(Matsumoto, 1996). However, these are just findings from a small-scale study. Future
research would benefit by being expanded to a larger scale with wider variety of
participants. In addition, because of the existence of individual differences, it is
important to remember that journal writing is not the only way to encourage students’
autonomy. Portfolios and other projects which allow students to produce a variety of
text-types and give students greater freedom should also be considered.
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Appendix 1

What Can You Write in Your Learning Journals?
(Original in English)

At the end of each day (or once or twice a week) write down what you feel you have
learned since your last entry.

> You might want to comment on what you have been doing in the classroom.
e What did | learn today (could be a summary of the lesson)?
e What did | understand from today’s lesson?
e | like (dislike) some activity we did today, and why?

» You might describe what your thoughts and feelings were about what you have
done each day, or about something you have seen, or something that you have
heard.
¢ Introduction on a foreign movie, a book, a song, a foreign friend (mail pals)
e atrip where | use English
e experience of using English outside of classroom

» You might want to describe something which you found difficult to understand, or
some situation where someone else misunderstood you.
e culture difference
o different English

» You might want to say something on your self-study at home
e agood TV program you recommend
e agood way to improve English speaking/listening/reading/writing
e self-study at home

> You might tell us your dreams in the future
e go abroad
e get a higher score of TOEFL/TOEIC/EIKEN
+ find a job using foreign languages



Appendix 2

Self-evaluation Report on Journal Writing

Student Code Name

1. lIs learning journal useful for you? &I HETN? EAREZA?

2. s learning journal a burden for you?
SEREINCEREE L CENEDDIZONWTOER 24X, v, A7z 2

3. Do you think you changed a lot by writing journals?
MANZENTZ L& 48 (97 HR) L7z n, BoBHITEZPDNEDY £L
2

Are you able to write fluently? iii5IZE 1T % X 91272 - 7= ? Do you study more while
writing journals and learning record? Do they change your study habits in the long
term? fIRFFEE R F L2 2 FEHEBEN LDV £ L7

Do you think you are motivated by writing journals?
o L RFEOMFRITKT L TRLD KM T 2

4. Are you able to control your study well by filling in learning records and writing
journals?
FECZLIZE-T, BHDBHNE A>T, BMIChb > L HOEHNTE
HEINTRSTE2FEAZNLTT, aYyayResrl e en?

5. Are you able to find some learning methods which are suitable for you? Are you
able to find good learning materials and use them for self-study?
HoZd o fhifikz WO 7e 2 5. BOICE S BM Ao TIimT&E 5 X9
\Zlp ol ?

6. Do you think writing journals encourage your learning?
FEALPEFNT, BFROBIAITIR > THE T ?

7. Are you able to take actions after you wrote to work hard next week?
SREERE D D" E EN TR, EBRATEI A LD £

8. Are you able to concentrate on your English study? How?
B DRIC ED S BUVERFTE 302

9. What kind of comments you would like to have from the teacher?
Journalz £ L C, YA 2Comments% & 52T ?
EOHEWOE L 2 BAEDOER., BAEFML T b ?

10. Do you want your classmates to read your journal entries? Why or why
not?7 7 A A — MZATIZLWTT N2 728 ?
11. Would you to continue writing your learning journals? Would you like to continue

keeping learning records?
ZOREEK Do TH, Journalz By TEXRT 2N TT N2

12. Would you like to recommend learning journals to the students who will take the
same class next year? KR U7 7 A &2 2 NICFEH AR BEIO LE T ?
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