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Preface
As a nursing student, reflective journaling is a component of every clinical that I participated in.  Much of those journals, I did not really enjoy writing or experience.  Now as an instructor, I have had the opportunity to teach from both the college and university level.  I am the one responsible for ensuring those journals are completed and for marking them.   I started to see some differences in the expectations and results from students.  I want to do more research in this area because if I understand what this technique has to offer students, then I can help translate that into learning outcomes and a better learning experience so to maximize the benefit to the student rather than have them feel like they are slogging through another assignment.














Research Question
In what ways can the technique of reflective journaling shape knowledge retention among graduate students in the MAIS program?
Introduction
	A literature review can help shed light on where current research has been done regarding the research question, but also address what benefits are being seen in areas that use reflective journaling already like nursing and medicine.  This may give supporting proof as to why the research question would benefit from an interdisciplinary perspective as well.  In conducting a literature review, the focus was on reviewing what the literature says reflective journaling offers as a benefit to learning, the technique of reflective journaling and if there is any research relating to the research question.  The disciplines considered to provide good research were Literature, Sociology, Psychology, Philosophy and Health Sciences.   Most of the articles discussed come from the Health Sciences, with some from Philosophy and Literature.  After this, a research proposal outlined to carry out the investigation of reflective journaling.
Justification of Interdisciplinary Approach
	This is an interdisciplinary research problem as many disciplines use this type of tool for learning but have different goals in its use.  For English students, it may help guide their writing skills (Fernsten & Reda, 2011), but for Nursing students the focus could be on understanding a patient’s perspective (McMillan-Coddington, 2013).  These skills incorporate understanding of the course concepts and theories, so it would make sense for research to focus on the foundational aspects of knowledge retention.  Bowman and Addyman (2014) suggest that reflective writing may not be a good option for assessing knowledge; however there is little research to prove or disprove this statement.  Writing skills typically learned in English Studies are important to all types of disciplines, which mean that incorporating this into the development of the research study as well as the assessment is necessary and important.  They all have a stake.  
Fersten and Reda (2011) point out that skill of writing has sociopolitical implications in issues like race, gender, and class.  This should be recognised by the research team as reflective journaling often involves students’ talking about their own personal experience.  This could be a benefit of crossing the discipline borders as understanding resources from psychology around the ability of a person to review and identify their own thoughts and feelings could help design the study and may be necessary in crafting the guidelines for students to help them reflect.
A disadvantage to using an interdisciplinary approach could be that more specific information and understanding of each discipline could be missed or misunderstood as researchers may have a more broad understanding of the topic, however consultation with those who work in the specific disciplines could take place to try and circumvent that issue.  Collaboration between disciplines is still a fairly new concept, so the researchers should also take care to give credit where credit is due and focus on the benefits this type of research can bring to all the disciplines involved.
Summaries
Perceptions of the use of reflective learning journals in online graduate nursing education
Langley and Brown (2010) used this study to understand what students, and faculty, perceived about the use of reflective journaling to achieve learning outcomes, specifically online students as the authors found that there was little research that explored the use of reflective journals in the increasingly popular platform of inline learning.  The results indicated positive results from both students and faculty for the use of reflective journaling to encourage learning, and the Langley and Brown also identified some areas for improvement, like methods to overcome obstacles and the inclusion of the field of psychology to help design and assess learning outcomes.  The study was conducted through a ratings assessment that was sent electronically, the responses were anonymous and done after only one first term class.  The study relates to the research question as it sheds light on not only the teacher’s preference for the use of reflective journaling, but also on whether or not the students believe it is an important tool as well as the focus on online students, as this is the platform of the MAIS program.
Academic reflective writings: a study to examine its usefulness
Bowman and Addyman (2014) used this study to discover student feelings about using reflective journaling and identify ways to support student using this learning tool as they felt there was little research on this topic.  The methods of the study used a focus group of only eight students from one course and questions were optional for the interviewees to answer.  The study relates to the research question as it looks to identify support for students using the reflective journaling.  The authors found that reflective journaling is a different skill than the traditional writings required in post-secondary studies and that students needed support, resources, and a proper introduction to this technique in order to for it to be valuable tool.
Helping students meet the challenges of academic writing
	Fersten and Reda (2011) used this article to share their experiences and understanding of using reflective journaling over a 15 year span at three different universities.  They used open discussion and a list of questions answered by students, comprising anecdotal evidence to support their claims.  While they have not formally done an empirical study, they were able to show that when comparing courses that were identical except for the reflective journaling component, students that took the course with the reflective journaling component had better scores overall than those who took the same class but without the reflective journaling.  This is related to the research question posed as it is the crux of question.
Statistical evidence for enhanced learning of content through reflective journal writing
	Burrows, McNeill, Hubele, and Bellamy (2001) present one of very small group of studies that look at clear concrete evidence on whether or not knowledge retention is achieved through the use of reflective journaling.  Coming from the Engineering department, the authors found that much of literature was devoted to student opinions and implementation of this learning tool and not focusing on what it was doing for the students in the end, which is why the study was undertaken  The data was collected from one semester of over 300 students who voluntarily completed the reflective journaling component and the researchers found that when compared with students taking the same quizzes in the same course, those who completed the reflective journal component had better marks.  This relates to the research question as it is exactly what it is looking to understand.
The reflective practice writing bicycle: a reflective analysis tool for engaged learning
	Edmund Pries (2019) presents an article detailing a specific framework for reflective writing.  While not a study on its own accord, the author does discuss student and teacher responses to the use of this framework.  The goals are clearly laid out and the author discusses the purposes of reflective journaling written about by others.  The article has bearing on the research question as it addresses the specific requirements for reflective writing to be useful in education.  The next step, of course, would be for the authors to conduct a study specific to the framework to support its use or compare it to another framework to see if one is better than the other.

Learning style and approaches: can reflective strategies encourage deep learning?
	Tsingos, Bosnic-Anticevich, and Smith (2015) present a study looking at reflective writing alongside the different types of learning styles of students and learning approaches that instructors use.  They used a snowball method looking at peer-reviewed articles from the past 30 years.  They found that the benefits of using reflective journaling went farther than just the course the student was in, but into their careers as well and recommended that learning outcomes and teaching methods need to be aligned to the use of reflective journaling.  This is related to the research question as the tools and techniques that are taught in class should provide this benefit.  In order to achieve knowledge retention, techniques and tools, such as reflective writing, should provide life-long learning and skills to the student.
Assessment and Analysis
	The amount of research done is certainly skewed to nursing and medicine, but as well as
a focus on intrinsic skills.  The research on reflective writing skills, acknowledge that there are gaps in the implementation of the reflective journaling process (Pries, 2019; Fersten & Reda, 2011; Burrows, McNeill, Hubele, & Bellamy, 2001).  Despite stating that the use of reflective journaling increased the depth of knowledge and understanding by the students, this was not clear in the results (Tsingos, Bosnic-Anticevich, & Brown, 2015; Langley & Brown, 2010).   Extensive research has been done into the benefits of reflective journaling (Langley & Brown, 2010) and while these benefits are certainly ones that should be endorsed and preferred by professionals involved in the caring science of nurse and doctor, they do not measure learning and understanding around more measurable course content.  Burrows, McNeill, Hubele and Bellamy (2001) echo this sentiment.
	Another issue identified in the review is the students’ ability to be honest in their journals for fear of being judged (Bowman & Addy, 2014).  The students may fear repercussion from the instructor or worry about saying what they think the instructor wants to hear rather than writing about what they are experiencing, learning, and feeling.  A relationship of trust needs to be established between the student and the instructor (Pries, 2019; Langley & Brown, 2010).  And the critique of a student journal must be done carefully and constructively (Pries, 2019. Fersten & Reda, 2011).
	While many of the articles reviewed mentioned that there has been good research into frameworks for reflective journaling, they also identified some issues.  Students still need some guidance and teaching of reflective writing in order to benefit from the use of a reflective journal (Pries, 2019; Tsingos, Bosnic-Anticevich, & Brown, 2015).  This is a crucial component for any undergraduate or graduate program.  Fernsten and Reda (2011) state that students can be labelled as bad students when they have underdeveloped writing skills and then follow suit with this by turning in assignments late, missing requirements in their assignments and/or plagiarising.  With proper guidance, students can move from being frustrated with their learning and understanding because they lack the skills to write an assignment to feel open to explore the topics and ask questions (Fernsten & Reda, 2011).  Much of the research comments on this issue; that students found the writing difficult and did not understand the goals and benefits of reflective journaling (Pries, 2019; Tsingos, Bosnic-Anticevich & Brown, 2015; Bowman & Addyman, 2014).  One article found that as a student moved through their undergraduate program, their deep learning declined and they focused on assessment only (Tsingos, Bosnic-Anticevich & Brown, 2015).
More than half of the articles reviewed had a short list of references and only a few mentioned extensive literature reviews.  As mentioned previously, much of the work on the technique of reflection did not start until the 1980’s and this is clear, as research does not seem to take off until the 1990’s.  As well, much of the research focused around one or two classes of students.  Longitudinal studies like Fernsten and Reda (2011) with their fifteen years of collecting information would do better to show student’s grasp of knowledge.  There were also only two studies reviewed that compared classes or assignments done with and without a reflective journal (Fersten & Reda, 2011, Burrows, McNeill, Hubele & Bellamy, 2001).  At the very least, the length of an undergraduate or graduate program would shed better light on knowledge retention as students’ knowledge and understanding of the theories and concepts related to their major should build through their program.
Data Collection
	From conducting the literature review, there are several ways to undertake this research.  Quantitative methods are suitable, one is to randomly assign students to either a course that uses reflective journaling or not and compare grades, overall and on individual assignments.   Another similar method is that used in the research done by Burrows, McNeill, Hubele and Bellamy (2001) where they used quizzes at certain points along the course to assess knowledge retention.  In their study, the use of reflective journaling was voluntary and there was a clear distinction between the grades of those who volunteered and those who did not.  One could argue for the bias that the students who chose to do the reflective journaling component were already in a group of strong students with strong study skills and so recognised that the learning tool would benefit their understanding in the course.  It would be better to compare a random selection of students rather than let them chose for themselves.  The quizzes in this study were directly linked to measure knowledge retention and in recreating for use in this new research should be related to the learning outcomes of the course being taken.  Of course, rather than one semester of one group of students, the study needs to cross the breadth of the student experience starting with the first year to the last.  In regards to the MAIS program, because it is online, and each student flows through at their own pace, completing similar courses at different times, the information collected could not only be broken down course by course, but then identified in sections of how many courses the student at had taken in the graduate study journey: 1-4, 5-8, 9-12 for example.  This data collection method is a good option as measurements can be taken along the point of the course, and not just an end tally.  As well, using quizzes that link to content and learning outcomes is a popular measurement tool used across the education system today and an empirical view on the science of research.  Grading systems are a very controversial topic and have been for many years, being called psychologically hurtful but at the same time finding that that students paid more attention to the class (Schinkse & Tanner, 2014).  Interestingly enough, many schools have gone away from the point system to systems that use self-reflection as a tool and mark of student performance, which is the technique the research study is addressing.
Data Analysis
	Data analysis will be completed by statistical analysis.
Ethical concerns
	Concern should be given to the anonymity of the students.  Collection of data can be done by randomly assigning numbers to the student work submitted and the research staff should not be working in other MAIS classes to avoid any bias or recognition of classmates.  A notice should be given to the students at the beginning of the course that data may be gathered for use in a research study giving them contact information and the ability to discuss concerns or decline involvement, as this provides the students with informed consent.
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Conclusion
To expect undergraduate students to go on to graduate studies like the Master of Arts Integrated Studies, they should be encouraged to build up their reflective journal skills.  In terms of the research question this is important because if we assess a student’s knowledge from their reflective journal, then we may have skewed findings that underrepresent the importance and effects of reflective journaling if the student has not been given any guidance on how to reflect or time to develop this skill.  The research done by Fersten and Reda (2011) provided good guidance on how the research question should be approached as they talked about looking at bias and trying to understand the student perspective.  They also compared classes that used reflective journals against those that did not, which is important in supporting the theory that reflective journaling increases knowledge retention.  Burrows, McNeill, Hubele and Bellamy (2001), though limited in their review of research and used a voluntary research design, really looked at how best to design a framework to meet the students needs.  Langley and Brown (2010) focused on online graduate students.  It was interesting that several studies mentioned having an in-person sharing session for the students and their reflective journaling (Pries, 2019; Bowman & Addyman, 2014; Fersten & Reda, 2011).  Even though this is not possible for an online class, this component could be in the format of a discussion group to attempt to achieve the same effect.   The literature review has provided support for to carry on with the research question, as well as brought up some other important questions like what other types of discipline students could benefit from the use of reflective journaling.  There is also the concept of online versus in person course formats and what differences or similarities might be seen when using reflective journaling.  There seems a solid foundation of research into different types of frameworks to use for reflective journal, but more comparison research studies should be undertaken.  As well, regarding actual knowledge retention, the evidence is unclear and the support shaky.  The research question plans to take steps to help address this issue and focus specifically on online Master of Arts Integrated Studies program students.
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Stage Activity Estimated DurationDeliverable

Finalise research problem Confirm research question

Develop research design Draft design

Prepare proposal

Research proposal and ethics board 

approaval submission

Literature Review Search, review, and synthesis relevant literature

2 weeks

Draft literature review

Finalise sampling plan Create Sampling plan

Develop data collection method Draft collection method

Pilot data collection Finalise method

Carry out data collection

Write up data collection Draft report

Anaylise data Draft report

Draw out conclusions and reccomendations

Final draft of report

Draft report

Review draft with supervisory committee

Review feedback

Final Edit

Final presentation

Submit final submission of report

Research design and 

planning

Data Collection

Data Analysis

Writing up

1 month

8 months

1 month

1 month


