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Abstract: The study of introductory accounting is characterised by certain topics that have traditionally
proved challenging for students often resulting in the adoption of a negative perception towards the
academic discipline (Weil, 1989; Sharma, 1997; Lucas, 2000; Mladenovic, 2000; Lucas, 2001; Lucas
andMladenovic, 2006). Drawing on reflective educational theory, this paper describes the introduction
of a reflective journaling exercise within a business information course in order to increase student
engagement with course related material. The paper commences with a review of literature relating
to reflective practice in education followed by an analysis on the use of learning journals, clearly de-
picting the advantages and disadvantages associated with this teaching technique. The paper then
describes the context in which the research takes place, including the nature of the course, its learning
objectives and its educational philosophy. Extracts taken from individual reflection journals and essays
maintained by students are utilised to provide an evaluation of the perceived usefulness of the teaching
method. The findings of the study are then discussed and analysed, with the conclusion and suggestions
for further research presented in the final section.
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Introduction

THE ENVIRONMENT IN which accountants operate has, in recent years, become
increasingly complex leading to significant changes within the profession. Increasing
pressure is being placed on the accountant to provide a service beyond that of the
traditional shareholder which encompasses a broader community responsibility (In-

ternational Federation of Accountants, 2003). Intensifying this change are the pressures as-
sociated with the recent global financial crisis, changes in information and communication
technology and the continuous introduction of newly issued accounting standards.

Within an educational context, the study of introductory accounting has traditionally
proved challenging to students, encompassing both business language acquisition and
knowledge of technical accounting (Weil, 1989; Lucas and Mladenovic, 2006). There is a
growing body of knowledge about student preconceptions of accounting and their effect on
introductory accounting courses (Sharma, 1997; Lucas, 2000; Mladenovic, 2000). Lucas
(2000 and 2001) and Lucas and Meyer (2005) report that students’ negative preconceptions
of accounting include perceptions that accounting is boring and dull, a technical subject
consisting solely of numbers and mathematical formulae, and mainly objective, with no need
for judgement. This can lead students to adopt a learning approach that may result in a su-
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perficial and limited understanding of the content within accounting courses (Beattie, Collins
and McInnes, 1997; Lucas and Mladenovic, 2006; Meyer and Land, 2005).

To combat the increasing complexity and rapid change experienced by the accounting
profession and to foster a deeper approach to learning by the student, a call is emerging
within the literature for the implementation of innovative teaching techniques that assist in
the development of learners’ generic skills required for the current emerging practitioner
(Accounting Education Change Commission, 1990; Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Gordon and
Debus, 2002; Hall, Ramsay and Ravan, 2004; Rodrigues, 2004; Cope and Staehr, 2005;
Lucas and Mladenovic, 2006; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008).

An innovative teaching technique that enables the development of generic learning skills
and promotes a deep approach to learning is that of a reflective learning journal (Bonk and
Smith, 1998). The aim of this paper is to describe the implementation and experience of using
a reflective journal to enhance student engagement and increase the relevance of learning
material to participants in an undergraduate accounting decision-making course. In order to
provide an evaluation the paper draws on extracts taken from individual reflection journals
and essays maintained by students.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Relevant literature on the use of learning
journals in accounting education is reviewed next. This is followed by a description and
discussion of the background to the research and the research methodology employed. The
findings of the study are then discussed and analysed, with the conclusion and limitations
presented in the final section.

Literature Review
This section commences by reviewing literature relating to reflective practice in education
followed by an analysis on the use of learning journals, clearly depicting the advantages and
disadvantages associated with this teaching method. The section concludes by reviewing
the use of learning journals within accounting education.

Reflection in Education
The practice of reflection in education has been well established (Dewey, 1933; Schön 1983,
1987; Brookfeld, 1989; Palmer, 1998). Dewey (1933), one of the earliest advocates for self-
awareness in the learning process, argued that reflection is the “active, persistent and careful
consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that
support it and the further conclusions to which it tends” (p.9). Schön (1987) provides further
support by arguing that a conventional educational focus on ‘technical rationality’ is inad-
equate for solving complex problems. Schön (1983) emphasises an educational focus on
‘technical rationality’ creates a standardisation of the learning process that does not engage
the ‘spontaneous, intuitive performance of everyday life’ (p.49). Palmer (1998) contends
that the focus on the learner and their individual learning journey is rarely explored in tertiary
institutions, with their focus primarily on developing the question of ‘what’ (the nature and
boundaries of the problem) and ‘how’ (the methods and techniques for finding solutions).
These educationalists have called for a redesign of curriculum that includes reflective educa-
tional principles.

A review of the literature (see, for example, Kolb, 1975, 1984; Johns, 1994; Hatton and
Smith, 1995; Moon, 1999a; Kennison and Misselwitz, 2002; Varner and Peck, 2003; Williams
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and Wessel, 2004) provides a number of models for reflection to occur within an academic
context. A synthesis of these models produces four key dimensions of reflection, namely,
describe, analyse, transform meaning and action, as illustrated in Kennison and Misselwitz’s
(2002) definition of reflection:

“Reflection is the purposeful contemplation of thoughts, feelings, and happenings that
pertain to recent experiences. With thoughtful consideration, one challenges one’s initial
thinking and feelings embedded in a meaningful experience. With further review and
exploration, one creates and clarifies the personal meaning of the lived experience.
(p.239)”

Schön (1983) places ‘describing the experience’, at the beginning of the reflective process.
This first dimension acts as a context for personal learning when the individual starts to ask
questions that describe the experience. The second dimension constitutes an ‘analysis’ of
key events that have taken place involving a mental review of the experience. Moon (1999a)
defines this reflective process as ‘a mental process with purpose and/or outcome in which
manipulation of meaning is applied to relatively complicated or unstructured ideas in learning
or to problems for which there is no obvious solution’ (p.155). Atkins and Murphy (1993)
suggest this act of mental processing is structured around an experience that may induce an
emotional discomfort, creating the basis of the third dimension ‘transformation of meaning’.
The individual’s deconstruction and reconstruction of meaning from an experience should,
if one is aware, lead to a constructive challenge of existing relationships and patterns. In this
respect, reflection provides the individual with a better understanding of the experience, not
necessarily its complete resolution. This reinforces understanding rather than problem resol-
ution as the learning outcome. The fourth dimension, ‘action to change future behaviour’,
culminates in the learning from previous situations and the possession of a heightened level
of self-awareness.

Effective learning in higher education is an active process where students personally engage
with the learning material, taking responsibility for their own learning (Biggs, 1993; Ramsden,
2003). The approaches students take to the learning process has received a great deal of ex-
posure in the literature (see, for example, Marton and Säljö, 1976; Biggs, 1987, 1989, 1993;
Entwistle, 1981; Beattie, Collins and McInnes, 1997; Ramsden, 2003; Warburton, 2003).
These approaches can be classified as either a deep approach to learning or a surface approach
to learning, both of which produce a different quality of learning outcome (Perry, 1970).
When a student is engaged in a deep approach to learning a student focuses on the underlying
meaning of the material studied, resulting in learning with understanding.

A surface approach to learning is more likely to be adopted when students are faced with
a heavy academic workload, leading to a superficial understanding of learning content
(Ramsden and Entwistle, 1981; Entwistle and Tait, 1990; Trigwell and Prosser, 1991).
Therefore, as the aim of the approach focuses on memorisation and reproduction of material,
students are unlikely to develop appropriate skills or competencies (Sharma, 1997; Booth
Luckett and Mladenovic, 1999; Ramsden, 2003; Hall, Ramsey and Raven, 2004).

Students adopting a deep approach to learning utilise previous knowledge and experiences
in order to develop a framework to understand the composition of the discipline, clearly
displaying a commitment to learning and a genuine interest in the material (Sharma, 1997;
Hall et al., 2004). Ramsden (2003) argues that the adoption of a deep approach to learning
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leads to quality learning outcomes including a sound understanding of the subject, the devel-
opment of higher order thinking skills (Booth et al., 1999), better developed conceptions of
reality (Sharma, 1997) and the processing of data at a high level of generality (Biggs, 1987,
1989; Ramsden, 2003).

Plack and Greenberg (2005, p. 1546) argue that reflective practice in education can ‘give
meaning to experience and promote a deep approach to learning’. Reflection enables a student
to develop a questioning mind-set allowing for the continuous updating of their knowledge
and skills. A teaching method allowing for the introduction and refinement of reflective
practice in higher education is that of a learning journal.

Learning Journals in Education
The activity of recording reflective thought in a structured or unstructured but continous
manner, is often represented in differing forms, including, learning journals, learning logs,
reflective diaries and notebooks (Moon, 2004). There are numerous ways in which an edu-
cator can create these activities to achieve different purposes to enhance the learning process
(Rainer, 1978; Young and Fulwiler, 1986; Fulwiler, 1987; Holly, 1991; Moon, 1999b). Moon
(1999b) differentiates between the differing forms, stating that learning journals are a means
to record the learning that occurs, while reflective diaries require learners to reflect on an
experience and learning logs provide a record of events that have occurred. All these differing
techniques require an element of reflective practice (Moon, 1999b; 2004).

A review of the literature (see, for example, Chi, Bassock, Lewis, Reimann and Glaser,
1989; Chi, de Leeuw, Chiu and LaVancher, 1994; Salisbury, 1994; Hatton and Smith, 1995;
McCrindle and Christensen, 1995, Barclay, 1996; November, 1996; Locke and Brazelton,
1997; Boud and Walker, 1998; Mezirow, 1998; Woodward, 1998; Moon, 1999b and 2004;
Tomlinson, 1999; Haigh, 2001; Kallaith and Coghlan, 2001; Lucas, 2001; MacFarlane, 2001;
Kennison and Misselwitz, 2002; Langer, 2002; Spalding and Wilson, 2002; Varner and Peck,
2003; Howieson, 2004; Crème, 2005; Plack and Greenberg, 2005) details the advantages
and disadvantages associated with the use of learning journals in education. These advantages
and disadvantages are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1: Learning Journals: Advantages and Disadvantages

Advantages
Supporting understanding and the representation of understanding
Enhancing student engagement
Providing continuous feedback to the learner
Increasing active involvement and ownership of learning
Encouraging self-directed learning
Focussing and directing learning
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Recording course and personal experiences
Facilitating learning from experience
Developing critical thinking
Increasing reflective thinking ability
Enhancing creativity
Enhancing reflective practice for personal development and self-improvement
Encouraging meta-cognition
Supporting communication
Improving writing

Disadvantages
Students’ resistance to journaling due to perceived irrelevance to learning
Difficulty in writing in the first person
Superficial reflective practice
Emotional impact on reflective practice
Limitations in creativity through a structured assessment with an assigned grade
Difficulties in assigning grades to students’ reflective writing
Behavioural implications of students through assessed work

The learning journal enables students to develop their reflective skills by providing a
mechanism for capturing their personal experience (Kallaith and Coghlan, 2001). Moon
(2004) contends that the act of writing a learning journal is in itself a learning process, as it
is a means for articulating thought and addressing current conceptualisations. A well estab-
lished link between the act of writing and the formation of personal understanding exist,
where a participant in formulating an idea in writing can further clarify its specific meaning
(Chi et al., 1989 and 1994; Harasim, Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff, 1995; Locke and Brazelton,
1997; Moon 2004). In struggling, therefore, to express and defend their points of view, stu-
dents engage in higher order thinking skills, such as analysis, synthesis and evaluation
(Bloom, 1956; Kanuka and Anderson, 1998; Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, and Archer, 1999;
Whittle, Morgan, and Maltby, 2000). The act of writing facilitates a deeper analysis of the
experience through the student’s assessment and articulation of the learning experience, often
resulting in a new or enhanced meaning. In completing a learning journal exercise the student
is able to visualise the experience more objectively, by remaining external to the experience,
they become detached from emotion (Moon, 1999b).

Woodward (1998) found that learning journals assisted students to develop a number of
different personal attributes within the delivered programme. The use of learning journals
enabled ‘[students to] discover personal qualities they were hitherto unaware of and gave
them a new perception of both themselves personally and the learning processes they had
embodied during the program. It helped them discover who they were, what they knew, what
they could do, and what they were like as individuals …’ (Woodward, 1998, p.421). Varner
and Peck (2003) provide further support, stating that learning journals encouraged students
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to become more self-directed and focussed on assignment work, anchor learning within their
own experience and enhanced their ability to solve problems.

The difficulties associated with the act of reflective writing and journaling have been well
documented in the literature (see, for example, Boud and Walker, 1998; Jasper, 1998; Moon,
1999a, 1999b and 2004; Tomlinson, 1999; Lucas, 2001). Often when asked to reflect in
formal educational situations, many learners are unclear of what is expected of them, have
difficulty in understanding what they should do, see the activity as irrelevant to their learning
and/or discipline and as a result resist reflective activities. Moon (1999b) argues that students
often struggle with the requirement to write in the first person as it is a vastly different form
to academic writing, utilising personal thought and reasoning where there is no concrete
solution or outcome. Moon (1999a, 1999b and 2004) advocates for the need to scaffold the
student’s reflective learning experience, through provision of explicit requirements and ex-
pectations, detailed instructions and learning objectives and guidance in the reflective process.

The creation of a learning journal for assessment purposes within an educational context
derives a number of limitations, namely, superficial reflection, behavioural implications of
students associated with assessed work and limitation on creativity (Salisbury, 1994; Hatton
and Smith, 1995; Mezirow, 1998; Kim, 1999; Moon, 1999b). Salisbury (1994) states that
when utilising a learning journal as a means of assessment in a formal educational context,
an artificial environment in which to reflect is created. The result being a highly structured
and more formal writing, than what would otherwise be the case if learners were left to reflect
on their practice. Furthermore, Salisbury (1994) contends that this artificial environment
induces some learners to write the reflective material that they think will be viewed favourably
by their facilitator. The design of learning journals with expected word limitations, unclear
instructions and untransparent expectations can result in a student producing a superficial
and descriptive reflection (Hatton and Smith, 1995; Mezirow, 1998; Kim, 1999).

The Use of Learning Journals in Accounting Education
Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) argue that the rapid change and increasing complexity exper-
ienced by the accounting profession has resulted in employers requesting a heightened level
of generic skills from its employees. Generic skills can be described as ‘employability’ skills
used in the application of knowledge. These skills are not necessarily job specific, but rather
develop across all industries and employment levels (Woods, Felder, Rugarcia and Stice,
2000). Prior research indicates that these ‘employability’ skills are under-developed within
accounting graduates (Lovell, 1992; May, Windal and Sylvestre, 1995; Adler and Milne,
1997a, b; Hassall, Lewis and Broadbent, 1998; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008). Albrecht and
Sack (2000) provide guidance as to the types of generic skills most desired by the accounting
profession. These include, in order of importance: written communication, analytical and
critical thinking, oral communication, information technology, team work, decision making,
interpersonal skills, leadership, continuous learning, project management, and professional
demeanour.

This situation presents a challenge to accounting educators to incorporate a heightened
level of skill development transfer parallel to the acquisition of technical accounting know-
ledge. Consequently, a change in teaching emphasis is required to ensure that prospective
accountants are equipped with the necessary skills to survive in this environment (Accounting
Education Change Commission, 1990). Harwood (1999) describes the need to engender
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lifelong learning skills in students by focussing not on what teachers teach but instead on
how students learn.

In this context, students must also embrace the change in accounting education practice,
to take an active role in their learning. Smith, Sheppard, Johnson and Johnson (2005) em-
phasise the importance of students being active learners, not only to achieve a deeper approach
to learning, but to network with fellow peers and build a sense of community within a course.
To achieve this desired level of student interaction, undergraduate courses need to be re-
designed to focus on a student-centred experience, where the facilitator relinquishes control
and guides students through prepared learning activities.

Rodrigues (2004) accordingly argues for the careful planning and development of under-
graduate courses, which should utilise a variety of teaching techniques to heighten the level
of learning taking place. Lucas and Mladenovic (2006) provide further support, arguing for
new pedagogical approaches to be used to engage students in learning accounting. The
quality of student learning methods needs to encourage students to learn independently using
techniques that actively engage them in the learning process (Albrecht and Sack, 2000;
Mathews, Jackson and Brown, 1990).

Bonk and Smith (1998) state that the use of reflective learning journals in accounting
education can foster generic learning skills development within learners. Through this re-
flective practice, students are able to develop critical thinking skills that encourage and nuture
a deep and elaborative processing (Schön, 1983).

A search of the literature reveals little research undertaken on reflective learning journals
within accounting education. Day, Kaidonis and Perrin (2003) provide an account of a
learning journal exercise utilised in an accounting theory course to promote higher order
thinking skills. Howieson (2004) describes the implementation and use of a self-reflective
learning journal in a postgraduate accounting theory course.

Samkin and Francis (2008) document a learning portfolio, introduced within a technical
financial accounting course, to develop critical and creative thinking and foster a deep ap-
proach to learning. They report that the new teaching method was not universally popular,
in particular, learners found the concept of reflection difficult to comprehend. However it
was found that those students who engaged with this teaching method proved to develop a
deeper approach to learning.

This paper attempts to provide further insight into the use of reflective journaling within
accounting education by describing the implementation of a learning journal assessment
exercise in a first year decision-user accounting course. The paper reports on an assessment
of student perceived benefits and weaknesses associated with this teaching resource. Further-
more, an attempt is made to establish whether students’ perceptions of accounting as a dis-
cipline have changed as a result of a heightened engagement with course learning material,
achieved through the journaling exercise.

Research Methodology

Background to the Study
Acct 103, Financial Information for Business, is taught in the first year of a business degree
at Lincoln University, New Zealand. The course is mandatory for all accounting majors who
wish to satisfy the requirements of the New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants
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(NZICA)1 and is also a core paper within the commerce degree programme. The aims of the
course, which focuses primarily on a decision-user appreciation of financial statements, are
to provide an understanding of the basic concepts underpinning the preparation and analysis
of financial reports and to apply these concepts to the interpretation and management of ac-
counting data.

As Acct 103 is mandatory in the commerce degree, the course is run three times per annum;
once in each semester and in January summer school. Approximately 500 students enrol in
the course each year, with a roughly equal gender split and an increasing number of mature
learners. The student composition can be classified into three main groups, namely, agricul-
tural and life science students, students enrolled for other business major areas of study and
accounting major students.

The student diversity in Acct 103 presents challenges for the teaching staff to cater ad-
equately for the varying needs of all students. This challenge is met by employing a teaching
philosophy that is active in nature, whereby students are engaged in an integrative and inter-
active classroom environment (Biggs, 2003; Ramsden, 2003). The course assessment supports
this teaching philosophy, providing students with the opportunity to build on their knowledge
of course material through formative assessment practices, such as the development of
business proposals and reports, which progress towards summative pieces of work (Race,
1996). The integrative nature of the course is developed by the completion of an evidence
portfolio, which is applied to an integrative case study and linked to the final examination.

In order to enhance student engagement and increase the relevance of learning material
to students participating in the course a reflective journal exercise was developed and imple-
mented in semester 2, 2008.

Development and Implementation of Reflective Journaling in Acct 103
The reflection activity introduced into the course comprised of two components, namely, a
weekly reflective journal and a single written assignment. This piece of assessment was
weighted as 10 percent of a students overall grade for the course.

Students were required, in their first week of lectures, to compose two learning goals that
they would like to achieve from attending Acct 103. Students were asked to document these
in a learning journal that was maintained for the duration of the 12-week semester. The set
learning goals were of a personal nature, each being unique to the individual student therefore
encouraging ownership of the learning by the learner (Woodward, 1998). A number of
written examples of possible learning goals were provided to students in lectures, to provide
a low level of guidance. This was in order to encourage the thought process and not dominate
it, as the exercise was designed to enable students to personally engage with an area of their
own interest.

An individual reflective learning journal was to be maintained throughout the semester.
The journal design requested students to compose a reflective contribution at the end of each
week for both a personal reflection of experience in their educational setting and a discussion
of how this may relate to their external environment; family, personal finances, business
practice etcetera. Journal entries were required at the end of the week in order to distance

1 The New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants (NZICA) is the professional accreditation body for chartered
accountants in New Zealand.
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students from their immediate setting and therefore encourage more reflection on key issues
(Uline, Wilson and Cordry, 2004).

Students were provided with reflective practice guidance documentation, on the course
website, to assist with the construction of learning journal entries. This documentation illus-
trated a theoretical framework in which to reflect: describing the experience, analysing it,
creating an enhanced meaning and action for future learning (Moon, 1999a; Kennison and
Misselwitz, 2002). Students were required to present their learning journal each week in tu-
torials where the tutor would sign their journal for completion. There was no formal grade
assigned to a student’s learning journal in order to limit restrictions formal assessment may
place on a student’s free development of thought and learning process (Moon, 1999a; 1999b;
2004).

The second component of the reflective activity required students to submit a reflective
essay addressing their set learning goals, reflective journal and overall progress within the
course. The written assignment required students to provide a summary of their learning
through the course, using their journal entries as a foundation. The essay design enabled the
student an opportunity for a secondary reflective analysis, therefore allowing a deeper reflec-
tion of their learning over the whole course (Moon 2004).

The written assignment was presented to students in comparison to the purpose and nature
of a balance sheet within financial accounting. The financial statement offers an insight into
an organisation’s financial position, clearly depicting its assets, liabilities and its resulting
net wealth. Similarly, the reflective essay is designed to provide the student with their indi-
vidual learning position, clearly illustrating the student’s journey of learning within the
course, their current progress and aspirations they may have for future academic study. The
requirements2 of the essay were provided to students during the second week of the semester
in order to enhance the level of guidance provided to the learner (Uline et al., 2004).

The grading of the reflective essays, out of a maximum of 100 marks, was designed to
encourage the development and recognition of reflective practice. Table 2 illustrates the
criteria according to which marks were awarded.

Table 2: Marking Schedule for Reflective Essay

CriteriaGrade
Very good contribution, learning incident examples provided, critical evaluation
of learning documented. Reflective practice evident. Well structured essay.

100

Very good language and communication skills.
Good contribution, learning incident examples provided, critical evaluation of
learning position explained. Reflective practice developing. Well structured essay.

80

Good language and communication skills.

2 Reflective essay requirements are available from the authors on request.
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Reasonable contribution, some learning examples provided, critical evaluation
lacking.

60

Adequate language and communication skills.
Some contribution, but essay not justified through learning experience nor
evaluated.

40

Inadequate language and communication skills.
Learning experience not described nor evaluated.20
Poor language and communication skills.
Not Complete or Unsuitable0

Research Objective and Data Collection
The primary objective of the study was to evaluate the usefulness of reflective journaling
within Acct 103, as perceived by the students. To achieve this, 131 student reflection essays
were analysed using five key advantages identified in the reviewed literature.

The unit of analysis for each key advantage was its identification and related comments
students made in their reflective essay. When these conceptual units of analysis are inductively
analysed into categories, with properties, classes and examples, they can describe the overall
perception students have of accounting (Strauss and Corbin, 1990).

Underlying Data
Of the 166 students enrolled in the course, Acct 103 during Semester 2, 2008, 131 reflective
essays were received. This represented a 79% submission. The 21% who did not submit
were students who had either withdrawn from the course or failed to complete. A class grade
distribution of reflective essays is presented in table 3.

Table 3: Grade Distribution of Reflective Essays, Semester 2, 2008

PercentageStudentsGrade
18.32%24100
54.96%7280
24.43%3260
1.53%240
0.76%120
0.00%00
100.00%131Total

With a class grade average of 77.7%, table 3 indicates a relatively high level of reflection
given the marking guide utilised.
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Data Analysis
To achieve the stated objectives of this study, two main stages of analysis were undertaken.
The first stage comprised of students’ reflective essays being coded in accordance with
identified advantages from the literature. Table 4 depicts the coding criteria derived from
these stated advantages, along with a relevant description.

Table 4: Derivation and Description of Coding Criteria

CodeDescriptionCriteriaLiterature Derived Advantages
1Course more realistic for

students?
Relevance and
Relation

Supporting understanding and the
representation of understanding

Better relation to course
material?

Enhancing student engagement

2Learner independence?Self-direction and
Self-assessment

Providing continuous feedback to
the learner Improved goal-setting?

Assisted with assignment
work?

Increasing active involvement and
ownership of learning
Encouraging self-directed learning
Focussing and directing learning

3Links between theory and
practice?

Anchor LearningRecording course and personal
experiences

Did they realise the mech-
anisms behind the theory?

Facilitating learning from
experience
Developing critical thinking
Increasing reflective thinking ability

4Learning about themselves
as individuals in the learn-
ing process?

Personal
Attributes

Enhancing creativity
Enhancing reflective practice for
personal development and self-im-
provement
Encouraging meta-cognition

5Increased written commu-
nication?

Improved
Communication

Supporting communication
Improving writing

Improved internal dia-
logue?

Within table 4, the left hand column illustrates the advantages in student reflective journaling
derived from literature, as summarised in table 1. These advantages have been categorised
into five criteria shown within the second column. A brief description of each criterion as
used for the purpose of analysing the students’ reflective essays then follows, ending with
a code for each criterion.
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Student essays were re-read word-by-word to identify comments that showed a relation
to the above criteria. These comments were then highlighted and provided with a relevant
code. For example, the following comment was found to relate to ‘relevance and relation’
and therefore coded as a ‘1’.

“…and I think all this information I have learned will be very important for me in the
near future when I start working but will be more important for me personally in man-
aging my life and my finances.”

The second stage of the analysis involved the collation of these coded comments in order to
provide each criterion with a rank of student perceived usefulness.

Results and Discussion
This section aims to describe the findings from the coding of individual student reflective
essays through a summarisation of results, supported by descriptive examples of student
comments.

Student Perceived Usefulness of Reflective Journaling
The coding of student essays was completed in order to provide a confirmation of literature-
derived advantages of reflective journaling by the student cohort. Table 5 illustrates this re-
lationship through a summary of the number of students that made at least one comment
related to a specific criterion.

Table 5: Ranked Advantages of Reflective Journaling

Percentage 1StudentsCriteriaRank
85.5%112Personal Attributes1
84.0%110Relevance and Relation2
68.7%90Self-direction and Self-assessment3
25.2%33Anchor Learning4
18.3%24Improved Communication5

1 The percentage has been calculated based on the total number of students who submitted a reflective essay (131).

The results, from table 5, indicate that an overwhelming majority of the students perceived
an improvement in ‘personal attributes’ and an enhanced ‘relevance and relation’ to course
material, with 85.5% and 84.0% respectively. A heightened appreciation of ‘self-direction
and self-assessment’ was indicated next, with two out of every three students providing
comment. Examples of student reflective comments coded under these criteria include:

Personal attributes

“My journaling experience has made me a reflective student and the process of reflecting
is ingrained in my practice now.”
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“Understanding is the key issue of learning accounting. Learning accounting does not
need to memorise a lot of information or styles.”
“My journal entry for 15/08/08 reads: do not take knowledge for granted. This was
based on the fact that I found “classification” easy, had not reviewed it and bombed
that part of the first test. Note to myself, memory is not what it used to be, give everything
due consideration.”

Relevance and Relation

“From what I have learnt in this subject I will be able to apply it when I go home and
take over the farm. Budgeting will be a very important factor as will calculating my
performance. The knowledge I have of accounting while not extensive will greatly help
me in the future.”
“In some regards I wish I had have taken it in my first year as it would have been
helpful to understand many of the aspects of the subject that needed to be applied in
many of my Farm Management assignments.”
“I did a one-week budgeting and actually collect the receipts for recording for workshop
four. By actually doing it, I realised the usefulness of it.”

Self-direction and Self-assessment

“My habits were definitely getting better and it was getting easier to manage time.”
“Weekly diaries meant I have been able to note problems throughout the course, and
as a result, remedy these problems by asking other students at workshops or asking the
workshop tutor.”
“At the end I was able to overcome this lack of interest by doing lots of practice and
working through some examples given in the text book, and self assessments in order
to reinforce my understanding.”

This finding confirms the contention by Woodward (1998) and Varner and Peck (2003) that
reflective learning journals assist with the development of a student’s personal attributes
and self direction within the delivered programme. The least perceived advantages of
journaling were ‘anchor learning’ (25.2%) and ‘improved communication’ (18.3%) as
evidenced through student comments. These comments included:

Anchor learning

“Learning about the collapse of Enron really intrigued me and especially helped me
realise the relevance and effects of accounting to business and the world.”
“In particular I was very happy to thoroughly learn about the financial statements and
the components of them because I have come across them in the past when I have had
no understanding of them.”
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Improved communication

“If you don’t have time management or communicate with your colleagues’ then you
don’t have a chance of being successful at the highest possible standard for the business.
I feel that I have been able to improve my standard of writing through the completion
of this journal exercise.”
“I have gained many benefits from writing these journal entries as I can clearly see,
in hindsight, how my writing has changed to indicate points in a clearer way. I believe
this has told me something about my thinking process in this course as things seem to
be a lot clearer.”

It is surprising that only a small number of students commented on ‘anchor learning’ (25.2%)
and ‘improved communication’ (18.3%) as it has been clearly documented as an advantage
within the literature (Chi et al., 1989; Locke and Brazelton, 1997; Whittle et al., 2000; Kallaith
and Coghlan, 2001; Moon 2004). However, this could have been due to some students’ in-
ability to realise such an advantage in their current academic position. Further investigation
into the reasons for this would need to be undertaken in order to refine the analysis.

The Distribution of Total Student Comments
While table 5 above depicted the perceived usefulness of reflective journaling based on the
number of students who made at least one comment related to a specific criterion, this section
illustrates the distribution of all coded student comments. Table 6 demonstrates the student
perceived relative importance of individual advantages associated with learning journals,
indicating a weighted result.

Table 6: Relative Importance of Student Perceived Advantages

AveragePercentageCommentsCriteriaRank
1.7932.8%235Personal Attributes1
1.7031.1%223Relevance and Relation2
1.4426.4%189Self-direction and Self-as-

sessment
3

0.325.8%42Anchor Learning4
0.213.9%28Improved Communication5

100.0%717Total

The weighted results support the findings depicted in table 5 with ‘personal attributes’,
‘relevance and relation’ and ‘self-direction and self-assessment’ being ranked as the three
most important advantages perceived by students. This was indicated through approximately
a third of overall student comments relating to both ‘personal attributes’ and ‘relevance and
relation’ respectively. Based on the total number of student essays this shows that every
student made on average nearly two comments about the improvement of these two criteria.
This indicates strong support for the use of learning journals in order to enhance a student’s
learning ability through the development of personal attributes and to ensure the relevance
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of the course’s content (Woodward, 1998; Moon 1999b and 2004). Furthermore, the findings
illustrate a quarter of student comments refer to ‘self-direction and self-assessment’ providing
support for the notion that learning journals provide students with a means to take ownership
and responsibility of their learning (Varner and Peck, 2003).

The weighted results confirm the findings found in table 5, that ‘anchor learning’ and
‘improved communication’ are the least predominant advantages associated with reflective
journaling as indicated in student comments, with a share in total comments of only 5.8%
and 3.9% respectively.

The Student Perception of Accounting
It was envisaged that providing a student with a weekly opportunity to stop and take pause
on their learning would enable them to relate the theoretical material presented in lectures
with the real-world environment. This may include a student being able to see the relevance
company budgeting has to their own personal finance, enabling them to limit their student
debt. In this respect, students would change their overall perception of the nature and relevance
of accounting as a discipline.

To measure a potential change in the perception of accounting, respective student comments
were coded in a similar fashion to the key advantages presented above. In total, 69 comments
relating to student opinions of accounting and finance were found. This represents 56 indi-
vidual students (43%) commenting at least once of a positive change in perception. Examples
of student reflective comments include:

“The original perception I had of accounting and finance was that it was for boring
people. However, this is not true at all, I have found it very interesting and I am consid-
ering changing my degree to a bachelor of commerce majoring in accounting.”
“I feel doing this course I have developed a better understanding of accounting and
do not dislike it as much as I thought I would. But this does not mean I will be taking
it again.”
“At the beginning of the semester I came into accounting and finance for business with
a huge preconception that the course would be very dry and math focussed. I did not
imagine that in the end I would actually enjoy learning about accounting.”
“I’m also very glad that I have overcome my misconceptions about accounting and in
the end turned out to find the course very valuable and enjoyable.”

In completing this exercise, it was evident from student essays that learners’ original percep-
tion of accounting was akin to the findings of Lucas (2001) and Lucas and Meyer (2005)
where students perceived accounting as dull and boring and as a technical subject consisting
solely of numbers and mathematical formulae. The results provided above indicate a notice-
ably positive change in student perceptions of the academic discipline.

Conclusion, Limitations and Further Research
This paper describes a successful implementation of a reflective journaling exercise within
a first-year accounting decision making course. The learning journal and written essay sub-
mission have enabled continuing reflective practice to occur within the course.
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The findings of an exploratory study into the usefulness of reflective journaling provide
confirmation of the literature-derived advantages of enhancement towards ‘personal attrib-
utes’, ‘self-direction and self-assessment’ and to ensure the courses ‘relevance’ (Woodward,
1998; Moon, 1999b; Varner and Peck, 2003). This is indicated through 85.5% of students
commenting on the enhancement of their personal attributes and similarly, 84.0% discussing
an enhanced relevance and relation to the course learning material. Further support was
found in the analysis of total student comments with nearly a third relating both to personal
attributes and relevance and relation, and a quarter to self-direction and self-assessment.

The study also indicates a positive change in students’ perceptions of the course and ac-
counting as a discipline with 43 percent of students commenting at least once of a change
in their original views held in relation to the course and/or accounting.

A limitation to the exploratory study reported is a singular perspective presented through
an analysis of students’ written reflective work. Further research needs to be undertaken, in
the form of an administered questionnaire to current and future student cohorts reviewing
the literature-derived advantages of journaling, in order to further refine the preliminary
results that are reported. This will enable a correlation to occur between student opinions
derived from the questionnaires and student comments made within the reflective essays. A
longitudinal perspective will also be documented through planned coding of current and
future student cohorts.

An investigation into the marked difference in the distribution of student comments
between the literature-derived advantages ‘personal attributes’, ‘relevance and relation’, and
‘self-direction and self-assessment’ on one side and ‘anchor learning’, and ‘written commu-
nication’ on the other side, may prove beneficial in providing an enhanced understanding
for areas of improvement in the journaling process.

The overall findings of the study support the assertion by Woodward (1998), Varner and
Peck (2003) and Moon (1999b; 2004) that reflective journaling can be used by accounting
educators to promote the development of a student’s ‘personal attributes’, ‘self-direction
and self-assessment’ and to ensure the learning in the course is of ‘relevance’.
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