
Joanne	O’Neill	

What happens when learning diaries are introduced in the classroom? 

 

Rationale 

In order to create meaningful learning experiences teachers must continuously reflect and 
evaluate their own teaching to ensure progress and improvement (Hattie, 2012). Throughout 
my probation year I have continuously reflected on my teaching to help myself develop and 
recognise my areas of strengths and weaknesses. I know myself that this has supported me 
greatly therefore for my practitioner enquiry I wanted to encourage my class to reflect on 
their own learning. Hartley (1998) encourages the use of learning diaries as a way to improve 
learning and studying.  I introduced ‘learning diaries’ to my class to allow them the chance to 
write down their learning and reflect on what they have previously learned.  

 

Aims 

The aim of this enquiry is to identify the impact of using learning diaries as an aid to 
encourage pupils to reflect on their learning and inform their own next steps. 

 

Methodology 

The enquiry was conducted in a Primary four class of 31 pupils over a four week period 
during maths lessons. At the beginning of every lesson the children were asked to write in the 
lesson’s learning intention into their diary. At the end of their lesson they were asked to 
reflect on the learning intention and write down; 

-One thing I have done well. 

-One thing I can improve on. 

This meant that for every new lesson the children could look back through their diary and see 
what they wanted to improve on and use this as a goal for the following lesson. The routine 
of reflecting and evaluating in the diaries quickly became established as children began to get 
out their diaries without having to be reminded. The children were made aware that no 
teaching comment would be made in their diaries but that they would be read through at the 
end of the week so that their progress could be checked.  

 

Findings 

The first week of the enquiry the children tended to give generic comments, mark themselves 
highly and not truly reflect on their learning. The results of the amount of children using the 
diaries correctly in the first week are illustrated on table one. Due to these results the children 
received an input about the importance of self-assessment and marking their work honestly. 
Majority of the children were then able to work independently to inform their next steps, 
however, a group of children in the class had to be given support or given modelled examples 
of comments. Modelling examples of self-assessment comments is detrimental to children’s 
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learning as they tend to copy the examples rather than challenge themselves (Miska 2004).  
However, I felt modelling examples of self assessment was needed for my class in order to 
generate conversations about the children’s learning. Appendix one shows two children’s 
diaries that have the same comments written, this conveying that the children copied 
comments from the examples given rather than truly reflect on their own work. The group of 
children who needed support had to constantly be reminded of the lessons success criteria. 
Towler (1992) believes that children would not be able to fully understand the success criteria 
in lessons and considers self-assessment as unreliable. Vygotsky also holds the belief that 
children do not have the capacity for metacognition until they are in their adolescence years 
(Fox and Riconscente, 2008), therefore cannot successfully carry out self-assessment. 

As the weeks progressed, most of the class began to see the importance of the learning diaries 
and no longer recognised the ‘one thing I can improve on’ comment as a negative. Table two 
shows the difference in amount of children who used their next step comments accurately 
after a period of time. 

 

Table one  

5.2.18 Yes  No 
‘One thing I have done well’ 
used accurately  

13 pupils 18 pupils 

‘One thing I can improve on’ 
used accurately 

6 pupils 25 pupils 

 

Table two 

5.3.18 Yes  No 
‘One thing I have done well’ 
used accurately 

24 pupils 7 pupils 

‘One thing I can improve on’ 
used accurately 

20 pupils 11 pupils 

 

 

Conclusion  

It is evident that the majority of pupils in my class benefited from the use of learning diaries 
as they used it as an aid to their learning. The diaries also allowed the teacher to identify who 
needed support as well as use the diaries as a tool in responsive planning. The children 
enjoyed taking ownership of their learning and setting their own goals. Using self-assessment 
cannot only develop self-perception but can result in greater motivation (Schunk 2004).  

 

Implications for Future Practice  

As a result of this enquiry I intend to use self-assessment in other areas of the children’s 
learning to encourage the use of self-reflection and evaluating, however an issue that I found 
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throughout my practitioner enquiry was students being biased towards their own work. 
Students tend to rate themselves higher than what a teacher’s ratings would be and younger 
children over-estimate their abilities whilst being “more vulnerable to wishful thinking” 
(Ross, 2006:3). This resulted in the assessment records not truly reflecting the children’s 
progression throughout their learning. This suggests that the use of learning diaries would 
perhaps be more useful for older children. 

A further implication was the amount of time given to complete the practitioner enquiry. The 
majority of children in the class developed an understanding of self-assessment as the weeks 
progressed, however all children learn at different speeds therefore the results of this 
practitioner enquiry may be different if the children were given more time to use the learning 
diaries. This is a small scale enquiry, in order for the results to be more concrete, further 
investigation and time would be needed. 
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