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THE LEARNING JOURNAL 
Margaret James Neill 

The learning laboratory setting is often a good place to start a new process or technique designed to enhance our 
lives in some way.  To make this new thing a part of our daily lives requires some planning and commitment. The 
new behavior needs to be built into one’s daily repertoire in “ordinary” time. The purpose of this article is to help the 
participants in a learning laboratory begin or renew the process of keeping a journal.  A learning journal is simply 
another way to identify a practice that promises to help many people make discoveries about themselves and thus 
enable them to make different decisions about their lives.  Keeping a journal is not for everyone.  However, a 
laboratory is a great place to try out this practice and see if it fits you. 

The What and Why 
The learning journal offers you an opportunity to explore a variety of dimensions of your experiences.  It is a process 
that can be “transplanted” with relative ease, from laboratory setting back home. 

Effective journal keeping, as with other more private techniques, can be a means for deepening insights into the total 
flow of life processes, discovering new dimensions of the self, and developing a personal feedback system. 

At one level, we can say that a journal is simply a written record of our daily lives.  However, as we keep the journal, 
read it aloud to ourselves or to others, tape record it and playing it back ourselves, we create a dialogue with 
ourselves.  Such dialogue is an effective means of learning about ourselves.  In this way, we can more clearly see 
where we have been, the choices we made and the means we used to express ourselves in the world.  If we 
understand a journal as a means of establishing a dialogue with ourselves or a personal feedback mechanism, we 
can then identify reasons for using it as an integral part of the laboratory learning experience. 

There are two assumptions we make when using a journal as a means of learning about ourselves: 

First that there is a “self” that is more than the sum of the physical, biological and social parts scientist have been 
able to identify.  There is a life force within each of us that moves us toward what Maslow calls “self-actualization” – 
a process by which we incase our capacity to know, value and choose our “life path” – and that is worth writing 
about! 

Second, that we can increase our self-actualization by a variety of methods and writing down our life experiences in a 
journal is one method to know ourselves better and to inform our next experiences. 

Some reason for starting a journal as part of your laboratory experience might be: 

1. To experiment with new behavior. 

2. To develop an internal feedback system that feeds back to you, how and where you were during the day.  It 
is different from feedback requested and received from others. 

3. To express feelings freely and to explore those “feeling” moments – reflecting on the persons, tasks, 
processes and specific stimuli that evoked emotional responses in you.  Through this expressive/reflective 
process we learn what are our own energizing patterns. 

4. To learn more about … (a) our personal history - “where have I been in my life?” (b) our current status – 
“Where am I now in my life path and pattern?” “What brings me to this ‘now’ place and what do I perceive 
about myself in relation to this space/time reality?”; Our future potential – “Where am I going?”  “Who is 
this person moving into the future?” 

5. Enhance our capacity to be aware of the inner dynamics of our own lives.  The journal can help expand our 
consciousness of the body-mind-spirit unity, increase our sensitivity to ourselves and to respond with similar 
sensitivity to others. 

A personal journal can be a very powerful learning tool during and after a laboratory experience.  But we may be 
confused about what it is.  Is it a diary, a log?  A journal is none of these, all of them and more.  Miller writes that a 
psychological journal “acts as a reflector of the inner course we are charting day-by-day, and can give us the 
stimulation and support which many seek from the outside world”.  Miller differentiates between a diary and a journal 
noting a diary is guided more by external events and a journal is directed by internal themes.  Progoff, in his book, At 
a Journal Workshop (1975) conceives of the “intensive journal” as a lifetime process.  

The chart at the end of this article (Table 1) describes possible content and your journal’s potential impact on you. 
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Laboratory experiences and your journal are steps toward freedom and responsibility.  Your journal can become the 
vehicle through which you discover your own way in the world. 

The most effective work with the journal occurs when you set aside some time each day for writing.  We suggest at 
least a half hour daily during our laboratory.  Developing this discipline may help you build in this personal time back 
home 

1. Review your current weekly schedule. Identify the time you now spend alone.  If none, then review your 
schedule a second time and look for possible times when you could be alone. 

2. Set a realistic goal for writing in your journal.  This may begin with once a week, twice or three times each 
week. 

3. Do not punish yourself with negative thoughts and evaluation if you do not adhere to your schedule 
immediately. 

4. Begin writing parts of the journal that are easy for you then move to less familiar, more difficult parts. 

5. Determine to have some alone time on a regular basis and then remember to respect it. 

6. Attitude is big part of making any change.  You might understand the learning journal another aspect of 
exploring the larger “self”, not adding more work to do during the day.  If you should have some difficulty, 
allow it.  Punishment only hinders.  Love yourself into the fullness of your being and ENJOY! 

Your personal journal is a route to your own inner riches and resources.  Welcome to the company of thousands of 
us who have discovered this path. 

 

CONTENT WHAT TO WRITE POTENTIAL EFFECT(S) 

Events What happened in sequence?  How did the 
event start? How did it end?  When, in time, did 
it start? End? List the people, things, content of 
the event. 

Increased awareness of timing cues you used to 
know when something begins and ends.  
Increased skills in describing behavioral 
sequence in an interaction process. 

People Name persons, describe them physically; sex, 
race, age, heights, weight, physical condition. 
Note the ones who were most important to you.  
Describe their behavior, verbal and/or non-
verbal which made an impact on you. 

Increased observation skills, increased ability to 
identify what types of persons and/or behaviors 
evoke a response in you.  Increased awareness 
of what you attend to and do not attend to with 
other persons. 

Feelings What you felt/feel.  How your body felt/feels 
(was there a change in breathing?  What non-
verbal, physical cues were present at the time 
the feeling was recognized?)  What was the flow 
of feelings during the day – the highs, the lows, 
the neutral or quiet times?  Who or what was 
involved in you when the feelings occurred? 

Increased awareness of the flow of your 
emotional responses, recognition of feelings as a 
constantly changing flux throughout the day.  
Awareness of body changes as feelings change.  
Increased attention to physical response to 
people and processes, awareness of your own 
nonverbal cues, internal and external (overt 
behavior). 

Striking 
thoughts or 
“insights” 

Write out the complete thought.  If possible, 
describe what you were doing when the thought 
occurred.  Write down any other associations 
you make with the thought.  Make a full report. 

Increased awareness of your own learning; 
syntheses of your daily life experiences; 
sensitivity to your own wisdom potential sources 
for action in the laboratory or back home. 

Experiences 
with ideas 

Ideas may come from yourself, other people or 
books.  Write them down.  Briefly (2 or 3 
sentences) describe their impact on you 

Increased awareness of the extent to which 
ideas, language and thought affect you and have 
impact on your behavior. 
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Experiences 
with things 

Paintings, plays, water, novels, books, trees, 
flowers, food and rocks are only a few of the 
things which may impact you during a day.  
Note them. 

Recognition and appreciation on non-human 
material and your sensitivity to them. 

Dreams and  
fantasies 

Write out the dream completely and accurately 
with as much detail as possible. 

Knowledge about your own personal symbolic 
language: a new means of under-standing your 
life experiences from an inner perspective. 

 

Notes: 

1. S.U. Miller. Keeping a Psychological Journal, Synthesis, 1:2,109. 

2. I. Progoff.  A Journal Workshop. New Youk:Dialogue House Library, 1975. 

3. See L.C.Porter. “The Learning Journal: Some Mechanics,” in this volume. 


