
                                                                                                                          

 

 
What happens when you introduce a personal reflective journal to the classroom?  
 
Paul Michael Kerr  
 
 
Rationale  

Educational outcomes are dispersed as such that those from poorer families perform 
academically worse than that of affluent families (Scottish Government, 2017a; 2018a). The 
latest Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN) results, which are aligned with 
Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) levels, reported that the cognitive performance significantly 
differed between those in the most and least deprived areas relative to numeracy (Scottish 
Government, 2016), reading, writing, listening and talking (Scottish Government, 2017b) at 
P4, P7 and S2 level. The above studies demonstrate that despite the excogitation of initiatives 
such as ‘Getting it Right for Every Child’ (GIRFEC), that there are still many learners not 
receiving the support they need in order to excel in line with the CfE (Scottish Government, 
2018b). The Scottish Attainment Challenge (SAC), then, aims to achieve equity of 
educational outcomes with a focus on closing the poverty-related attainment gap (Scottish 
Government, 2017a). Within this framework, indicated as two fundamental levers for change 
for achieving equity of outcomes are: ‘social and emotional well-being’ and ‘using evidence 
and data’ (Education Scotland, 2017). In the school setting, mindfulness-based interventions 
(MBIs) have been proposed as way to help improve learners’ social and emotional well-being 
and thus lead to better educational outcomes (Sosu and Ellis, 2014). Precisely, mindful 
awareness, which can be cultivated by various techniques, allows one to experience the 
present-moment with openness (Kabat-Zinn, 2005), an accepting attitude (Zenner et al, 
2014), enhanced attention (Brown and Ryan, 2003), increased cognition (Zoogman et al., 
2014) and has thus seen a recent exponential increase in use within schools (Weare, 2018). 
Herein, as children from deprived backgrounds are at increased risk of poor social and 
emotional well-being (White, 2017) and the classes involved in the present study 
encompassed a wide SIMD; this enquiry group felt that MBIs would be a worthy area for 
exploration in light of the SAC. The mindfulness strategy adopted was to introduce a 
personal reflective journal encouraging pupils to reflect openly/acceptingly to unload any 
emotional baggage.  

Aims 

This enquiry aimed to investigate if the incorporation of a personal reflective journal used in 
the after-lunch transition could help alleviate emotional tension and consequently inspire 
higher levels of engagement.  

 
Methodology  
 
The research was conducted over a 4-week period with a class of 22 pupils (Primary 6/7) 
consisting of 13 male participants and 9 female participants with a SIMD range of 1-8. An 
initial questionnaire (Appendix I) was carried out with the pupils before incorporating the 
reflective diary to daily practice. There were 3 questions asked relative to learner engagement 
(How well do you [listen/concentrate/participate] in the afternoon?). The structure was a 5-
point Likert-Type scale (ranging from ‘I find it impossible to … in the afternoon’ to ‘I always 



                                                                                                                          

 

… in the afternoon’) giving a potential range of 22-110 per question. With language being a 
potential barrier; ‘emojis’, accompanied each statement on the questionnaire. The reflective 
diary (Appendix II) was then introduced which was completed immediately after lunch for 15 
school days. For consistency, this routine practice instituted rigid measures: classroom lights 
switched off; calming/relaxing music initiated; visual classroom timer (3 mins) set. During 
this time the pupils were encouraged to select a starting/finishing ‘emoji’ (sad/ok/happy) and 
to unload any emotional tensions in written or pictorial format. After the 3 minutes was up a 
short time was granted to invite children (without pressure) to share their entries. The same 
questionnaire was then carried out after the 15 reflective diary entries were complete to 
analyse if pupil’s self-assessment against the three ‘engagement’ measures had changed 
which were then quantitatively analysed. There were three qualitative measures taken to 
establish a more holistic overview of the study: professional noticing; pupil voice and jotter 
observations (of two randomly chosen pupils).  
 
Findings 
 
Quantitative Analysis  
 
The present enquiry was a within-subjects design. Figures 1/2/3[a/b] display the responses 
(before/after) relative to how well learners assessed themselves to [1] listen; [2] concentrate; 
[3] participate. The following key accommodates clarity for the language utilised on the 
Likert-Type scale.  
 

1- ‘I find it impossible to … in the afternoon’  
2- ‘I find it really hard to … in the afternoon’  
3- ‘I sometimes … in the afternoon’  
4- ‘I mostly … in the afternoon’  
5- ‘I always … in the afternoon’  

 
Figure 1a/b  

 
Figures 1a/b illustrate that there was a positive self-assessment for how well learners 
perceived their level of listening in the afternoon with a coded response change of 9.  
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Figure 2a/b 

 
 
As can 
be 
seen 
from 
figures 
2a/b 
there 
is a 
notabl
e 
differe
nce 
for 
how 
well 
learner

s assessed their concentration in the afternoon with a coded increase of 15 and with 3 learners 
altering their response from ‘I find it really hard to concentrate’ to a more positive response.  
 
Figure 3a/b  
 

 
 
As shown from figures 3a/b there are no significant changes in learner perceptions for levels 
of participation in the afternoon. It is worth noting, however, that relative to 
listening/concentration that the learners responded with a notable positive change. These 
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variables, theoretically, would then promote higher levels of participation which was not the 
case with an insignificant collective coded change of 3.  

Taken together, then, it would be purely speculative to argue for any correlational case 
between the MBI and learner engagement using the quantitative data gathered from this 
enquiry and, therefore, the qualitative data is required for a more integrative analysis.  

Qualitative Analysis  

Throughout this practitioner enquiry, mindful of the relevance of professional noticing, I 
frequently recorded some observations for learner participation. A recording from day 2 
denoted initial apprehensions reporting that ‘some children are behaving immaturely’ to a 
record from day 9 observing that ‘all children are relaxed and seemingly enjoying the time’. 
This suggests that the learners needed a period of time to adjust to the newly embedded 
routine. On day 13 of the enquiry I had reported, after transition, that the ‘learners seem more 
focussed [and are] interacting more with questions’; indicating enhanced participation. 
However, jotter observations of Pupils A/B engendered no clear/obvious differences to 
evidence engagement/progression.  

Throughout the enquiry pupil voice suggested that the reflective journal was a routine the 
class would like to permanently adopt:  

Pupil A – ‘It’s a nice way to start afternoon’  

Pupil B – ‘I like sharing my thoughts’     
 
These comments suggest that the children were becoming more accepting/welcoming of the 
routine and were, as Kabat-Zinn (2005) propose, able to experience the present-moment with 
openness. This considered, this accepting attitude could be linked to the observation that 
towards the end of the enquiry that the learners were more focussed and engaging more in 
questioning. This, though, is notional; there are no clear and obvious links correlating any 
positive/negative observations for participation attributable to the MBI.  

Conclusions 
 
There was a significant change with how learners self-assessed their engagement on the 
questionnaire with a collective coded response change of 27. Further, after a period of 
transition, the routine became something the pupils enjoyed with many volunteering to share 
their entries as the enquiry progressed. Moreover, the learners listened non-judgementally to 
each other and the entries they shared grew in maturity with some frequently inviting deeper 
class discussion. This supports, to an extent, the proposition of Sosu and Ellis (2014) that 
MBI’s improve the social/emotional well-being of learners. However, as this was a limited 
classroom-based study, it would be speculative to suggest that it affected pupil outcomes in 
any meaningful way upon transition. Within this enquiry it would seem that the MBI worked 
well to ease the transition of pupils back into the classroom environment but there is a lack of 
evidence to suggest that it had increased engagement/participation thereafter.   
 
 
 
 



                                                                                                                          

 

Implications for Future Practice  
 
This enquiry set out to explore whether incorporating a personal reflective journal into the 
after-lunch transition of pupils could promote higher levels of engagement and a more 
conducive learning environment. Although there were some notable changes in engagement 
(self-assessment/professional noticing) these were not for any sustained period of time. This 
therefore suggests that this MBI could potentially be a useful transition tool to establish a 
calming tone in the afternoon.  
 
Education Scotland (2017) have clearly outlined that two fundamental levers for change for 
impacting pupil outcomes are ‘social and emotional well-being’ and ‘using evidence and 
data’. Certainly, the findings from this short study suggest that this particular MBI is worthy 
of further exploration to investigate its relationship for bolstering engagement/pupil outcomes 
more long-term. Respectively, further research is therefore required for the application of 
[various] MBI’s to establish a sound/reliable evidence base for: what works; in what contexts 
they work and why they work in those contexts.  
 
Moving forward, then, I will continue to use the reflective journal frequently within my 
classroom to promote children to experience the present-moment with openness (Kabat-Zinn, 
2005) with an aim to enhance attention to affect pupil outcomes. Conclusively, although the 
findings from this enquiry were ambiguous/lacking, MBI research is assuredly worth trying 
to the end that I wholeheartedly believe that, if utilised effectively, they will be able to 
transform traditional education and deliver results targeted by the SAC.  
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Appendix I  

 
P6/7 Questionnaire                            
   
Please circle your answer. 
 

1. How well do you listen in the afternoon? 

 

 
 

2. How well do you concentrate in the afternoon? 

 

 
 
 

I find it impossible 
to listen in the 
afternoon 

I find it really 
hard to listen in 
the afternoon 

I sometimes 
listen in the 
afternoon 

I mostly 
listen in the 
afternoon 

I always listen 
in the afternoon 

I find it impossible 
to concentrate in 
the afternoon 

I find it really 
hard to 
concentrate in 
the afternoon 

I sometimes 
concentrate in 
the afternoon 

I mostly 
concentrate in 
the afternoon 

I always 
concentrate in 
the afternoon 



                                                                                                                          

 

 
3. How well do you participate in the afternoon? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I find it impossible 
to participate in the 
afternoon 

I find it really hard 
to participate in 
the afternoon 

I sometimes 
participate in 
the afternoon 

I mostly 
participate in 
the afternoon 

I always 
participate in 
the afternoon 



                                                                                                                          

 

 
  
Appendix II  
 
(Example of ‘personal reflective diary’)  
 
 

 
 


