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REFLECTIVE WRITING IN CLINICAL 
LEGAL EDUCATION

• Open ended, dialogic journaling is generally seen as the “gold standard.”

• Journaling may be the product of technology of the time; there has been 
considerable technological change.  Students use and engage with new 
technology to interact, share, and learn.

• Blogging introduces class interaction in the reflective process - sharing 
reflections, receiving feedback, and exploring issues as a “community” can make 
really good use of group dynamics as a learning strategy. 



WE’RE ALSO TEACHING MILLENNIALS 

• Value “real time feedback”

• Prefer channel broadcasting (blogging and social 
media) over one to one e communication (email 
and SMS)

• Value peer teamwork, learning and collaboration. 



WE’VE GRADUALLY MOVED FROM 
RETROSPECTIVELY ASSESSING STUDENT JOURNAL 

ENTRIES TO A MORE INTERACTIVE MODEL

University of  South Australia
3 x 400 word blogs (post and answer in reflective 
portfolio/blog)

Students write a blog in response to questions 
about their placement experience. Class accessible 
and peer reply is required/encouraged. Detailed 
(private) teacher feedback provided.

1 x 3,000/4,000 word reflective portfolio (student 
teacher) 

Students keep a journal of placement experience, 
which is finalised as a reflective portfolio.  The 
reflective portfolio expands on some of the blog 
questions and also requires students to consider 
peer blog posts. 

Adelaide University
3 x student to student blogs (post and 
answer)

Students write a blog, and reply to one other 
blog.  All posts are public within the class

2 x dialogic journal (student teacher) 
Students write a journal entry, receive comments, 
suggestions and questions from marker, and then 
provide additional commentary in response. 
Private

5% 
each

7.5% 
each

5% 
each

45%



BLOG AND JOURNAL QUESTION 
EXAMPLES

University of  South Australia

Blog: 

State a current placement goal. How 
will you achieve this goal and why exactly do you 
want to reach it?

Reflective portfolio:

Describe your personal goals for the placement 
and critically discuss whether you accomplished 
them.

Respond to three forum student posts (identify 
the posts to which you are responding). Outline 
what you learnt about yourself and your 
placement experience from reading these posts.

Adelaide University

Blog:

Blog # 3 – Communication. By now you have probably 
either been in an interview. Explain what you learned 
from the experience, in a way that will help another 
student to develop their own communication practice. If 
you have not been in an interview yet, choose another 
interpersonal interaction to discuss. 

Journal:

Journal entry topics are at your discretion. Choose 
something you are interested in. Identify a learning 
experience, a transformative moment in your learning in 
clinic or elsewhere, or something you’ve found out 
about yourself or other people. 

You might like to talk about ethical issues ideas or 
challenges, about justice access, about empathy in legal 
practice, about the values that drive you or others, 
compare different legal practices, group interactivity… 
the topics are endless! 



BLOGGING CAN HAVE MANY VALUES IN 
TEACHING AND LEARNING

• Instant online posts aligns with the way most students engage on social 
networks

• Socially connected e-communication is already a key feature for students and 
blogging enables an element of that social connectedness into the classroom. 

• Blogging can foster a sense of belonging and community

• It can strengthen commonalities, and lay the foundation for more meaningful 
interaction within the course 



PEDAGOGICAL QUESTIONS

• Does blogging bring value to students’ learning experience?

• Does privacy affect how and what students communicate?

• Does blogging enhance student reflection with respect to depth and their 
producing authentic, honest written blogs and journals?

• What impact does timing, length and teacher and peer response have on 
student reflection?

• Wellbeing?



RESEARCH: SURVEY AND FOCUS 
GROUPS

1. Survey Monkey Questionnaire

2. Small Focus Groups 

• Over 2 semesters, 19 University of South Australia and 45 Adelaide students 
responded to questionnaire

• 3 students at Uni SA and 7 students at Adelaide participated in focus groups

All anonymous
All subject to HREC approval



UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

• About 90% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed 
that blogging helped them see issues from different 
perspectives and to focus deeply on topics, challenges and 
ideas. 

• Almost 70% strongly agreed or agreed that making and 
receiving comments helped them to appreciate the value of 
feedback. 

• About 90% strongly agreed or agreed that reading and 
receiving comments from peers and receiving feedback 
from the marker helped them to prepare better entries in 
the following weeks. 

• None of the respondents strongly disagreed or disagreed 
with the statement that their blogs were treated 
respectfully.

• About 90% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed 
that blogging helped them see issues from different 
perspectives 

• About 80% agreed that blogging helped them to focus 
deeply on topics, challenges and ideas. 

• About 90% agreed or strongly agreed that writing 
reading and responding to others blogs was engaging and 
but focus group exploration revealed that whilst they 
found responding to others’ blogs valuable, they did not 
value the responses they received

• 85% strongly agreed that their blogs were treated 
respectfully

• 90% agreed or strongly agreed that the process of 
journaling and blogging made them appreciate feedback. 

UNIVERSITY OF ADELAIDE

THE RESULTS – WHAT STUDENTS SAID 
ABOUT BLOGGING



UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

STUDENT RESPONSE:

“My initial blog was terrible because I was afraid to open up 
and did not believe the supervisors would care, however based 
on how much feedback I received, I realised they do genuinely 
care and took the time to read my blog and critically evaluate 
it.”

“I was terrified that other students would be able to read about 
my feelings and innermost thoughts - because they were not 
anonymous. This is why I think I refrained from truly getting to 
the heart of reflection in my first blog post. I was scared of being 
criticised. I was grateful that every student I spoke to was 
respectful about the posts.” 

STUDENT RESPONSE:

“Blogging on particular/prescribed topics really taught me 
how to recall reflect upon my placement, beyond “it was a 
fun day”. It taught me how to think deeper on certain topics 
such as lawyer client relationships and ethics in lawyering.” 

“The feedback from bogs helped to guide me with the 
reflective journal. Moving away from including bulk academic 
content to more reflection and application of this to my own 
learning experiences was something I developed through the 
blogs and did better at in the journal”

ADELAIDE UNIVERSITY

FEEDBACK WAS AN IMPORTANT PART OF 
THE BLOGGING EXPERIENCE FOR 

STUDENTS



UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH 
AUSTRALIA

STUDENT COMMENT:

“It helped reduce the stigma associated with 
reflection. It allowed me to realise that other 
people experience similar emotions during the 
clinic. I could use this discussion with other 
students’ as well to strengthen my reflective 
writing too, and demonstrate that I 
acknowledge other perspectives.”

STUDENT COMMENT:

“reading what other students wrote helped in 
making the most of the learning experience 
and had an impact on how I performed on 
placement”.

“it was encouraging to read others’ entries as it 
enabled me to stay on track with peers”

ADELAIDE UNIVERSITY

BEING ABLE TO READ OTHER STUDENTS’ 
BLOGS WAS BENEFICIAL TOO



SAME

• Students highly valued the questions and 
prompts provided by the marker to 
journal entries to enable them to expand 
their comments

DIFFERENT

MARKER FEEDBACK ON BLOGS AND 
JOURNALS

• Students highly valued marker feedback 
on both blogs and journals. 

• Students were VERY focused on receiving 
mark based feedback to show them 
“what to do or not to do” in future 
entries in order to maximise grades.



UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH AUSTRALIA

• Students commented that blogging helped 
reduce the ”stigma” associated with 
reflection because they could see that  
“other people experience similar 
emotions.”

• Students said that they could use blogs to 
have a discussion with other students:
“When I went into the clinic and I was in their 
class, I was able to get an insight into how they 
were feeling. I found that I could have had a 
conversation.”

• Blogs occurring in the first 4 weeks of 
placement resulted in students talking to 
each other in class about what was 
happening in blogs, and enabled the teacher 
to adapt the classes to look at themes or 
issues arising out of early blog entries. 

• There was a visible socializing effect in class 
discussions which enabled students to 
”see” a range of experiences without them 
being reported student by student in class

ADELAIDE UNIVERSITY

SOCIAL/COMMUNITY VALUE OF 
BLOGGING



UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH 
AUSTRALIA

• Privacy had an impact on students’ reflective writing 
and their preference for journaling or blogging.

• Some students said blogging forced them to take 
reflection seriously from the commencement of the 
semester.  This resulted in their producing better 
work – for both the blogs and journal due at the end 
of placement. 

• Students commented that they only “opened up”  
after their first blog because they “felt safe” to do so. 

• Some students also said blogging was “inhibiting” and 
detracted from their “being personal.” 

• Students did not express any concerns about privacy 
in journals or blogs

• Students clearly varied entry content depending 
upon public or private status – students sought 
assurance that the journal was only seen by the 
marker. 

• Some students were concerned that their placement 
supervisor might also see the journal. 

ADELAIDE UNIVERSITY

PRIVACY



“As a student who does struggle with ... writing and has an access plan to reflect I 
found it extremely daunting knowing that my writing would be published for the entire 
cohort to see. Whilst I do believe that there are many benefits to reflective writing I 
think the potential for the blogging to be edited slightly even if it is just the students 
names removed from the blog entries would have a big impact on the students 
willingness to participate…” 

DISABILITY



TAKEAWAYS

• Grading and authenticity
• Grading and intrinsic value
• Privacy
• Feedback
•Word limit
•Wellbeing



WHERE TO FROM HERE?

• Analysing the data and asking further questions

• ACEN – focus on millennials and using blogs for work
integrated learning

• Writing articles (are there peer-reviewed blogs?)



QUESTIONS

•What else does this show us?
•What would you ask students?
• Ideas?


