
Title: 
Mental Health Reflections: Learning Through Journaling 

Monika Wedgeworth, EdD, MSN, BSN 
Sheree C. Carter, PhD, MSN, BSN 
Cassandra D. Ford, PhD, MSN, MBA, BSN 
Capstone College of Nursing, The University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, AL, USA 

 
Session Title: 
Reflective Journaling 
Slot: 
H 07: Monday, 30 October 2017: 2:45 PM-3:30 PM 
Scheduled Time: 
2:45 PM 

 
 
Keywords: 
clinical, journal and teaching 
 
References: 
Bussard, M. E. (2015). Clinical judgement in reflective journals of prelicensure nursing students. Journal 
of Nursing Education, 54(1), 36-40. 

Raterink, G. (2016).  Reflective journaling for critical thinking development in advanced practice 
registered nurse students.  Journal of Nursing Education, 55(2), 101-106. 

Ross, C., Mahal, K., Chinnapen, Y., Kolar, M., & Woodman, K. (2014). Evaluation of nursing students' 
work experience through the use of reflective journals. Mental Health Practice, 17(6), 21-27. 

 
Abstract Summary: 
Educators have the opportunity to ensure student learning has occurred through journaling. Journaling 
allows students to reflect and retain their clinical experiences and become active participants in the 
learning process. The journal presents opportunities for evaluation and critical reflection of clinical 
performance and previously held assumptions related to mental health. 
Learning Activity: 

 
LEARNING OBJECTIVES EXPANDED CONTENT OUTLINE 

 
The learning will be able to discuss journaling 

as a teaching strategy. 

1. Examine early and recent literature related 

to journal use. 2. Explain journaling as a 

teaching strategy in nursing. 
 
The learner will be able to identify the pros 

and cons of journal use in nursing education. 

1.Describe the benefits (student and instructor) 

of journaling in a nursing clinical course. 2. 

Describe the challenges of using journaling as 

a teaching strategy. 
 
The learner will be able to analyze how 

journaling can be integrated into a nursing 

clinical course. 

1. Demonstrate how journaling can be 

integrated into a nursing clinical course. 2. 

Evaluate practical strategies for journal 

implementation. 



 
Abstract Text: 
 
Clinical learning in nursing education is a complicated process involving numerous cognitive, emotional, 
and behavioral components. Limited amounts of clinical hours and the complex nature of the clinical unit 
can make it difficult for students to find time to think and process their learning, risking that clinical 
learning will not be completely assimilated into memory. It may also be difficult for faculty to assess that 
each student has met the clinical learning outcomes as well as incorporated critical concepts to memory. 

Clinical journaling allows students to reflect and retain their experiences and be active participants in the 
learning, while also reinforcing theoretical content. The student has the freedom to express thoughts, 
feelings, questions, and beliefs they may have not been able or willing to express during the clinical day. 
By utilizing purposeful instruction, the journal presents opportunities for both evaluation and critical 
reflection of clinical performance and previously held assumptions related to mental health. Journaling is 
a mechanism for self-awareness and awareness of the feelings of others. The student can demonstrate 
empathetic understanding and humility, providing for a deeper meaning of their experiences. Journaling 
helps students reflect on complicated social issues including cultural and societal issues about mental 
health, social justice, and patient rights. It is also a tool by which clinical educators can integrate and 
reinforce critical concepts and engage with students’ learning experiences. 

In most of the recent literature, journaling has the greatest chance of success with robust orientation, 
clear expectations, and measureable goals for the student. This includes a rubric for guidance and 
feedback from the instructor. Reflective journaling has become a more commonplace pedagogy used in 
nursing education. Examples include the use of reflective journaling with progressive high fidelity 
simulation scenarios in a diploma medical-surgical course that identified eight positive themes including 
confidence, improved clinical judgement, and transfer of knowledge to the clinical setting (Bussard, 2015). 
Additionally, Ross et al. (2014) recognized clinical experience alone in the field of mental health does not 
accomplish all desirable learning objectives and critical self-reflection necessary for growth in practice. 
Students in a mental health course using reflective journaling augmented knowledge, personal attitude 
exploration, and skills development. The strategy of incorporation of reflective journaling provides an 
individualized tool for the instructor to evaluate experience, logical thought processes, and a focused 
needs analysis for the student in a mental health setting. Ross et al. (2014) concluded that within a 
welcoming atmosphere in a community mental health course students reflected more compassion and 
understanding toward the mental health community; it also transformed negative feelings of the students. 
Raterink (2016) examined the use of reflective journaling in a nurse practitioner program to guide the 
students to identify certain critical thinking habits of the mind for a deeper understanding of how students 
think and feel during a clinical scenario. The results from this qualitative study were favorable as students 
expressed an enhancement of their clinical decision skills by honing their critical thinking processes over 
time. 

Journaling utilized early in the learning process allows for faculty to have the opportunity to evaluate the 
student’s critical thinking processes and nursing judgement. Clinical experiences, no matter the course or 
level of the student, is often a source of stress or anxiety for students. Students may experience high 
levels of stress during their clinical experience that it may interfere with learning and potentially impact 
their mental health. Students who are identified as having difficulties can be supported by faculty before a 
potential problem occurs. Similarly, students who are misunderstanding information can be corrected 
early through intervention from faculty. Journaling allows for a safe space for expression, enhancing the 
feeling of “caring for ourselves” when uncomfortable experiences occur. The student may be able to 
alleviate their stress through writing and understanding their experience. Additionally, journaling allows for 
transformation of previously held thoughts or beliefs through expression of feelings in a safe space. 

The format of a journal can encompass a wide variety of possibilities depending on the learning 
objectives related to the course or clinical site. In this example presentation, the journal includes a pre-
clinical reflection, nursing assessments, clinical day entries, and a post-clinical/course reflection. The 



journal format presented is guided and directly reflective of the mental health clinical assessment and 
clinical experiences of the undergraduate student. 

 


