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J
ournaling is a two-way process 
involving both the students 
and the teacher—students 
record their reflections, after 

which the teacher responds and gives 
prompt written feedback.  

Journaling is not a new concept. 
The typical journaling tool is a book 
or diary where students record per-
sonal experiences. Its purpose usually 
is self-assessment and improvement, 
or recording life events.2 More re-
cently, journaling has been popular-
ized in higher education3 for multiple 
purposes, such as enhancing critical 
thinking and raising self-awareness of 
learning processes.  

With the onset of online learning, 
e-journaling has taken the place of 
the traditional paper-based journal-

Journaling is an important and widely used instruc-

tional strategy that has become increasingly popular in 

both face-to-face and online classes. As a reflective 

activity, journaling gives a voice to students, allowing 

them to express their views about their learning experi-

ences. It also provides teachers with timely feedback 

on what went well and what needs to be improved in 

the learning environment.

Enhancing  

Learning 
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ing. Teachers who Web-enhance 
(face-to-face class backed by online 
support) or use blended learning (a 
flexible mix of face-to-face and online 
class sessions) find e-journaling to be 
a convenient option. For example, il-
legible handwriting (in both students’ 
journal entries and teachers’ re-
sponses) is no longer a problem, due 
to the text medium. More than five 
years ago, I switched from paper-
based journaling to e-journaling in all 
my face-to-face classes while continu-
ing to use e-journaling in the online 
courses. This article provides tips and 
suggestions for enhancing online 
coursework at the college and univer-
sity levels through the effective use of 
e-journaling.  

 
Reflection and Journaling 

The impetus to write reflectively 
comes from God Himself, who told 
Jeremiah: “Write in a book . . .” 
(30:2, NRSV)4 which highlights the 
importance of recording events and 
experiences before we forget them. 
“Do not forget the things your eyes 
have seen or let them fade from your 
heart” (Deuteronomy 4:9, NIV)5 also 
reminds us that recording is a way to 
remember.  

My own experience with reflective 
journals began when I was a gradu-
ate student at Andrews University 
(Berrien Springs, Michigan, U.S.A.) 
more than two decades ago. One of 
my professors consistently required 
learning journals in our classes. We 
were to turn in the journal notebook 
after each class, after taking sufficient 
time to reflect on the learning experi-
ences. I enjoyed the reflective learn-
ing that took place during the journal 
experience because it was a means of 
communicating what I had learned. 
Reflective journaling gave me time to 
evaluate the learning experiences    
as well as a chance to share my 
thoughts about these experiences 
with the instructor. This convinced 
me to incorporate this learning tool 
into my own classes, and journaling 

has become an essential attribute of 
my classroom practice in higher edu-
cation for the past two and a half 
decades.  

Self-reflection has received much 
attention since the publication of 
John Dewey’s early work How We 
Think.6 Dewey highlighted the signifi-
cance of reflection in fostering stu-
dents’ critical thinking and proce-
dural skills. He emphasized that 
experience alone is insufficient for 
learning, but must be accompanied 
by reflection on the experiences.  

Reflection is defined as “an impor-
tant human activity in which people 
recapture their experience, think 
about it, mull it over and evaluate it. 
It is this working with experience that 
is important in learning.”7 Such re-
flection incorporates a blending of the 
mental and affective dimensions of 
human experiences. In the form of 
journaling, this reflection provides 
cognitive engagement that connects 
experiences during and after the 
class. Common indicators of cognitive 
engagement, as established by re-
search, include students’ “use of 
basic cognitive strategies such as re-
hearsal, elaboration, organization, 
and critical thinking; and self-regula-
tory strategies such as planning, 
monitoring, [and] regulating.”8 The 
affective dimension of learning is also 
critical to address.  

Student responses to the learning 
environment are more readily observ-
able in a face-to-face class than in an 
online setting. Journaling serves as a 
convenient vehicle to build better un-
derstanding between students and the 
teacher. However, creating an appeal-
ing learning climate at the beginning 
of the course is critical if students 
and teachers are to receive the opti-
mal benefits of journaling. 

 
E-Journals as Tools for Learning  

The purpose of reflection through 
e-journaling is to provide learners 
with opportunities to (a) connect ex-
isting knowledge and new informa-
tion learned; (b) react in personal 
terms to information that was 

learned; (c) deepen learning through 
cognitive engagement; (d) strengthen 
social connectivity between the stu-
dent and teacher; and (e) track learn-
ing goals. Reflections allow the 
learner to express emotions or 
thoughts that act as barriers to learn-
ing, whether from an affective per-
spective (feelings, opinions, ideas) or 
a cognitive (prior learning) perspec-
tive. E-journals provide students with 
a structured procedure for expressing 
such concerns.  

In the context of online learning, 
reflective journals have the potential 
to increase teacher-student interac-
tions and to sustain this communica-
tion throughout the course. Valuable 
student concerns can be shared in a 
non-threatening fashion. Especially 
important is the value of “wait-time” 
for interactions, as the delayed re-
sponse allows more reflective think-
ing, compared to instant answers.  

Most e-journals are asynchronous. 
This gives students and teachers the 
opportunity to think twice before re-
sponding, which allows a healthy and 
comfortable, two-way exchange of 
ideas between the student and the 
teacher. In both face-to-face class-
rooms and online, journaling enables 
the teacher to personalize his or her 
responses to each student through 
feedback that enhances the learning 
experience. 

 
Implementing and Assessing E-Journals 

Since e-journaling is a requirement 
in all my classes, students are given 
instructions on how to complete this 
assignment at the beginning of the 
term. I share what is expected in 
terms of content, how often the jour-
nal entries are to be submitted, and 
the rubric that will be used for as-
sessment (see Table 1). The journal-
ing assignment is clarified through 
two main questions students must 
address: (a) What important and use-
ful ideas have I learned? and (b) 
What would I like to see improved 
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Table 1. A Sample Rubric for Assessing E-Journals

(either in the student’s personal per-
formance or course delivery)? The en-
tries are uploaded to the learning-
management system drop box at the 
end of each weekly unit, class period, 
or as determined by the instructor 
and stated in the syllabus.  

Using this rubric, students are able 
to respond to the impact of course 
content (readings, lectures, discus-
sions, and assignments) on their 
learning. The e-journal constitutes 
their personal response to all ele-
ments of the course, which often 
stimulates cognitive engagement that 
continues long after the class activi-
ties are completed. From the rubric, 
students learn that giving specific ex-
amples of how course content has 

made an impact on their learning 
(whether positive or negative) indi-
cates proficiency. They also have the 
opportunity to share the effects of 
unique and helpful learning experi-
ences that were part of the class.  
This part of the journal entry is a 
valuable component for the teacher 
as students share their challenges and 
concerns. Students can also be en-
couraged to share their questions re-
garding any aspect of the learning ex-
perience. 

  
Submission Schedules 

My practice has been to require 
journals for every unit (eight units in 

all) of each online course. Since on-
line courses generally have a course 
map or weekly routine such as read-
ing/viewing and listening to the lec-
ture, responding to forums, and turn-
ing in written assignments, journaling 
comes as a culminating activity for 
the week (if the class meets weekly). 
For some courses, I require journal 
entries to be uploaded before the 
start of the next class period, so 
classes that meet twice weekly will 
upload two journal entries per week. 
The syllabus includes the due dates 
for each unit journal submission. I re-
quire between half a page and a full 
page (single-spaced) for each journal 
entry. 

 
Provide Timely Feedback 

Challenges with journaling include 
the following: (1) the time required 
for reading and responding to entries 
with appropriate written feedback; 
(2) students viewing journaling as a 
time-consuming burden, and (3) the 
teacher’s exasperation at having to in-
vest large amounts of time that 
should be used for class preparation, 
especially in larger classes.  

For example, I recently had 41 
graduate students in a twice-weekly 
Web-enhanced course. Reading and 
responding to 82 journals per week 
(twice weekly) was indeed a huge 
task. For this reason, a short turn-
around period is my target. Generally, 
I respond before the next class period 
or weekly unit. In other words, for a 
face-to-face or Web-enhanced class, 
journal responses are given before the 
next class period (twice per week). 
For the online courses, I respond    
before the start of the next unit 
(weekly). Instructors of large online 
classes could assign graduate teach-
ing assistants to assist with providing 
feedback. The learning-management 
system Moodle provides a convenient 
space on the platform for each jour-
nal entry. Prompt teacher response 
has obvious benefits such as students 
receiving clarification in a timely 
manner, and having someone who 

4 
Exemplary 

 
Critically analyzes 
the impact of 
course content on 
learning by giving 
specific examples 
from readings, 
lectures, discus-
sions, and as-
signments.  
 
Shares clear  
statements of 
feelings, opinions, 
or thoughts about 
the learning ex-
periences includ-
ing challenges, 
concerns, or 
questions.  
 
 
Full page, single-
spaced, one-inch 
margins. 
 
 
Submits the doc-
ument by the due 
date. 

Criteria 
 
 
Reflection 
(Course    
content) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reflection 
(Learning 
experiences) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Length 
     
      
 
 
Timeliness

3                   
Proficient 

 
Shares examples 
of how course 
content impacts 
learning by giving 
adequate ex -
amples from 
readings, lec-
tures, and discus-
sions. 
 
Shares  
non-specific 
statements of 
feelings, opinions, 
or thoughts about 
the learning ex-
periences includ-
ing challenges, 
concerns, or 
questions. 
 
One-half page or 
more, single-
spaced, one-inch 
margins. 
 
Submits the doc-
ument by the due 
date.

2 
Developing 

 
Some examples 
are shared to 
show how 
course content 
impacts learning, 
primarily from 
readings and lec-
tures. 
 
 
Some feelings, 
opinions, or 
thoughts about 
the learning ex-
periences are 
shared in the 
entry. 
 
 
 
 
At least one-half 
page, single-
spaced, one-inch 
margins. 
 
Submits the 
entry later than 
the due date by a 
week or less.

1 
Emerging  

   
Gives minimal 
statements of the 
impact of course 
content on  
learning. 
 
 
 
 
 
Gives minimal 
statements of 
feelings, opin-
ions, or thoughts 
related to the 
learning experi-
ences. 
 
 
 
 
Less than one-
half page. 
 
 
 
Does not submit 
entry. 
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actively listens to their writing voice 
and responds promptly.  

Knowing that the instructor will 
read and respond is a major incentive 
for student engagement. Williams et 
al. noted that online student engage-
ment increased with high teacher en-
gagement. In this instance, engage-
ment was identified as posting to the 
online forum.9 When students see 
that the teacher is engaged and active 
within the online forum, they are 
more likely to do likewise. For the 
teacher, knowing whether or not stu-
dents understand the concepts being 
taught is essential for success. E-jour-
nal entries provide this type of data, 
enabling the teacher to make better 
decisions about how to proceed with 
instruction. 

 
Confidentiality 

Students should be informed about 
how their journal entries will be used 
and the degree to which they will be 
kept confidential. I follow the practice 
of private journal entries where drop 
boxes are provided for each unit/day 
of classes. Students are informed that 
I (the instructor) and my graduate as-
sistants will be the primary readers of 
their journals. This practice helps en-
sure more open and personal sharing 
of content, reflections, and ideas. If 
the content of these journals is to be 
used as part of program and/or 
teacher-evaluation data collection, 
then students should be informed of 
this possibility in the syllabus. In-
structors should also make students 
aware that postings about self-harm 
or harm to someone else will not be 
kept confidential but will be reported 
to the designated authorities deter-
mined by the institution, whether 
counselors, social workers, law en-
forcement, and/or administrators. 
(See “Administrative Essentials for 
Online Programs” by Janine Lim in 
the January-March 2018 issue.) 

 
Using an E-Journal Template 

Providing a journaling template 

can be helpful to students. The tem-
plate identifies the essentials of the 
assignment, such as the identity of 
the student, the name of the course 
(as multiple courses can cause confu-
sion), and what should be included 
in the text. The journal outline also 
could include questions and prompts 
to help students reflect on how they 
will use the ideas in their own class-
rooms in the future (if used in an ed-
ucation class); how the content re-
lates to previous knowledge; or to 
discuss difficulties in grasping the 
concepts taught and ask for help. I 
use e-journals as a way to communi-
cate with my students and to evaluate 
how the course is progressing. An ex-
ample of the template used in my 
courses is provided in Box 1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assessing Journal Entries 
How to (or whether to) assess 

journals has been a perplexing ques-
tion. I have followed the recommen-
dation that journal entries should not 
be assessed.10 Instead, students are 
given credit for completing the entry. 
I usually give four points for each 
journal entry if the online class meets 
once per week. Entries submitted to 
the Web-enhanced course (which 
meets twice per week) receive two 
points per entry, for a total of four 
per week. Each submission is care-
fully read and feedback is sent to the 
student. The rubric is used mainly to 

evaluate the completeness and depth 
of the entry rather than to just indi-
cate that it was submitted. Whether 
the journal is formally assessed or 
not, several guidelines can be helpful 
to instructors. English (2001), English 
and Gillen (2001), Kerka (2002), and 
Yuan and Kim (2014) offer these help-
ful guidelines for instructors11: 

1. Treat each student’s submissions 
respectfully. This includes ensuring 
confidentiality while setting clear 
boundaries. If students write some-
thing that is disturbing or share their 
intent to harm themselves or others, 
this crosses a boundary. Report it ac-
cording to the school’s policies. On-
line programs should have in place 
protocols for meeting the needs of 
distance and online students. Make 
use of professional resources avail-
able on your campus such as coun-
selors, social workers, and/or admin-
istrators to provide the student with 
help.  

2. Be fair. Provide impartial and 
unbiased feedback. Strive to maintain 
this tone when responding to every 
entry, even hostile ones;  

3. Focus on learning. The journal is 
not intended to be a therapeutic tool; 
it is for learning, so help students 
learn the difference by providing 
clear prompts and questions to which 
they must respond, and showing 
them how the rubric will be used to 
assess their entries;  

4. Engage in self-reflection. Prac-
tice the same level of awareness you 
require of the students when provid-
ing responses to their e-journal sub-
missions and when implementing 
their suggestions for improving the 
course;  

5. Provide clear expectations and 
guidelines in order to avoid misunder-
standings.  

 
Preventing and Dealing With  
Cyberbullying  

In an online environment there is 
always the possibility of cyberbully-
ing—hostile communication that can 

Box 1. Sample E-Journal Entry Template.

Name                          Journal Entry# 
Course                        Date 

What have you learned in this unit? 

Write about at least two ideas you 
learned or found interesting in this 
unit. (2 points) 

What would you like improved? 

Identify and describe at least two 
things you wish to improve person-
ally or in the course. You may also 
choose to post any questions or con-
cerns. (2 points)
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occur in the absence of face-to-face 
communication. Online bullying may 
take several forms and can be di-
rected not only to peers in the class, 
but also toward instructors in the 
form of threats, harassment, stalking, 

and mobbing (see Box 2).  
Online instructors may be bullied 

if one or more students don’t like 
their teaching style or question their 

credentials; bullying may also occur if 
the instructor lacks experience and 
does not respond to students in a rea-
sonable amount of time, or even if 
the course material is deemed exces-
sively challenging; bullying could 
occur because of grades, textbook se-
lections, and any manner of student 
perceptions relating to the class or 
school policies. Online bullying can 
also escalate into physical violence 
against those being targeted.12 Online 
users may express their confusion or 
dissatisfaction in a variety of ways, 
including insults, verbal hostility, 
name calling, and other undesirable 
responses, including threats, espe-
cially when sensitive or controversial 
topics are being discussed.  

Flaming and cyberbullying in an 
online course are far less likely when 
students can use journaling to share 
their concerns in a timely manner. 
The confidential nature of the jour-
naling experience allows the instruc-
tor to respond directly to the stu-
dent’s concern and to clear up 
misconceptions. 

 
Rewards and Joys of E-Journaling 

My experiences with student re-
flection journals in Web-enhanced 
and online courses has been reward-
ing. My rapport with students has 
been enhanced because the journals 
enable them to express confidentially 
their reactions to course content. 
They can share personal or private 
concerns and propose solutions. 
Thus, I receive prompt feedback on 
what is working well and what needs 
to be improved, and can also provide 
students with rapid feedback (no 
more than 48 hours). 

Since most of my students are 
from the field of education, journal-
ing tends to continue in their classes 
when they teach. The best reward for 
them as beginning teachers, and for 
me as their supervising instructor, 
however, is learning what is working 
well in both the classrooms in which 
they teach, as well as in my course. 
Through these reflective comments, 
both my students and I get a chance 

Eskey, Taylor, and Eskey studied factors that influence aggression 
toward faculty in online classrooms. In the fall 2013 semester, they 
contacted 550 online instructors at a liberal-arts college in the mid-
western United States with a 49-question survey. Full-time and ad-
junct faculty respondents submitted voluntary responses. Of the 202 
online faculty respondents, 103 were males and 99 were females. 
Collectively, this group had taught online for at least two years. In the 
study, respondents defined cyberbullying “as the use of electronic de-
vices such as computers, iPads, cell phones, or other devices to send 
or post text or images intended to hurt, intimidate, or embarrass an-
other person.”* These types of behaviors included:  

• Flaming: Using angry, hostile, or vulgar language in electronic 
messages to instigate online fights; 

• Harassment and stalking: Sending and resending cruel or threat-
ening messages. Resending typically takes place when instructors do 
not react immediately—either because they are not prepared for the 
attack or they don’t know where to go to get help; 

• Mobbing: Sending threatening, vicious messages, as a group, to 
a specific instructor.  

 
Tips for Faculty and Administrators  

1. Cyberbullying is against the law in many locations. Some coun-
tries have high penalties for cyberbullying, others have medium-to-
low penalties. Check legislation for the country in which you live.  

2. School policies should include prohibitions against cyberbullying. 
Make sure your school has a policy in place that includes cyberbullying 
and other forms of intimidation, and include it in your syllabus.  

3. Cyberbullying policies should be shared and readily available. 
Make sure regular online and adjunct faculty know where to go for 
help.  

4. Share anti-bullying information through Webinars and profes-
sional-development training.  

 
     * Michael T. Eskey, Cathy L. Taylor, and Michael T. Esky, Jr., “Cyber-bullying in 
the Online Classroom: Instructor Perceptions of Aggressive Student Behavior,” On-
line Journal of Distance Learning Administration 17:4 (Winter 2014). Available from 
https://www.westga.edu/~distance/ojdla/winter174/eskey_taylor_ eskey 174.html.

Box 2. Cyberbullying in Online Classrooms
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to improve the teaching and learning 
process in our classes. Here are some 
snippets of journal entries from my 
graduate students in the instructional 
models and research classes: 

• “I liked the activity in our [on-
line] devotional, because even though 
we live in this wonderful place, and 
we can spend much time with our 
Creator, it is possible to forget Him 
and spend a lot of time in our aca-
demic activities, and we need to do 
that. However the most important 
thing in our life needs to be our rela-
tionship with God.” 

• “The microteaching I did for this 
class was the TABA Inductive [named 
for Hilda Taba]. I initially wanted to 
do CA [concept attainment] strategy 
because it is fun and I think it en-
courages students to participate. 
However, I think for smaller classes, 
such as in my microteaching for this 
day, the full potential of CA strategy 
will not be attained.”  

• “I have learned the four domains 
of teaching responsibility in this unit. 
I think it is similar to the four compo-
nents of effective instruction. I also 
learned the pedagogical issues that 
are worthy of my attention. I am es-
pecially interested in learner charac-
teristics. I just want to probe deeper 
into this issue.” 

• “I have a question about my re-
search paper [in another class]; can I 
mention some practices, methods or 
strategies that I observed in your 
classes?” 

In this age of technology, teachers 
have an opportunity to enhance stu-
dent learning through e-journaling. 
Though the experiences shared here 
are in the context of higher educa-
tion, the applications shared can be 
adapted to fit other levels of learners 
as well.   
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