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Abstract 
Background: According to the diversification of the health needs and the ex-
pansion of health disparities, public health nurses need to improve their prac-
tical capabilities, starting from basic education in graduate and undergraduate 
courses. And Reflective Practice with using reflective journal is one way of 
improving practical capabilities. The purpose of this study was to investigate 
the relationship between the volume of reflective journal and the quality of 
progress in the reflective cycle. Methods: The participants in this study were 
20 junior students majoring in public health nursing (hereinafter “PHN stu-
dents”) at a university in the Chugoku area, Japan. We asked the participants 
to answer the questions on Reflective Practice Skills (RPS) composed of six 
criteria corresponding to the six questions of Gibbs on the reflective cycle be-
fore and after they started writing RJ. The volume of reflective writing was 
measured by the number of characters written by the PHN students in RJ of 
the reflective practice for three months. The study plan was approved by the 
Ethics Committee for Nursing Study, Okayama University. Results: Although 
the average total RPS score showed a change of about 3 points as a result of 
the 3-month RJ writing exercise, no correlation was observed between the RPS 
score and the RJ writing volume (r = 0.175). However, we did observe a mod-
erately positive correlation between the RPS score and the RJ writing volume 
with regard to Items 5 and 6 (r = 0.475 and r = 0.444, respectively). Conclu-
sion: This study indicated that detailed RJ writing helps to complete the ref-
lective cycle all the way to theorization and action planning, and that the vo-
lume of writing may serve as a criterion for qualitative evaluation. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the changing social environment in Japan has made health issues 
more diverse and complex, and so public health nurses need sophisticated prac-
tical capabilities in order to help prevent and resolve such issues. Accordingly, 
public health nurses need to improve their practical capabilities, starting from 
basic education in graduate and undergraduate courses. 

Reflective Practice is one way of improving practical capabilities [1], and is 
increasingly being introduced in professional and school education along with 
Reflective Journal (hereinafter “RJ”) and Portfolio [2]. Existing studies and sur-
veys of public health nurses in Japan have shown the absence of a correlation 
between Reflective Practice Skills and years of experience [3], pointing to the 
need to consider evaluation and improvement measures to promote Reflective 
Practice more effectively, so that the accumulation of experience may lead to qu-
alitative improvement in those skills. 

The word “reflection” refers to any “activity to create expertise for responding 
to an unexperienced situation” through the process of Description, Feelings, 
Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan [4]. Thus, to create 
high-quality expertise, it is necessary to focus on the progress throughout the 
reflective cycle and the content of reflection. A Reflective Practice Skills scale 
(hereinafter “RPS”) has been developed as an objective measure of the quality of 
such progress [3]. However, no relationship has been identified between RPS, 
which evaluates the quality of the reflective cycle, and the quality of reflection it-
self. 

Nakata et al. noted that insufficiency in the Description skill, which is re-
quired for writing, will prevent acquisition of the ability to recognize one’s own 
Feelings, effectively precluding further progress in the reflective cycle [5]. In 
other words, the quality of reflection depends on whether one has the skill to re-
call one’s own experience in detail and write it down. Since any reflective cycle 
must go through Description, we assumed that a certain volume of writing is 
required for every reflection exercise to ensure a certain level of quality in the 
content of reflection. 

Thus, this study investigated the relationship between the volume of reflective 
writing and the quality of progress in the reflective cycle. The outcomes of the 
study included basic data on how to effectively improve Reflective Practice Skills. 

2. Methods 

The participants in this study were 20 junior students majoring in public health 
nursing (hereinafter “PHN students”) at a university in the Chugoku area, Japan. 

In order to measure the quality of progress in the reflective cycle, we asked the 
participants to answer the questions on RPS before and after they started writing 
RJ. A measure recognized for its internal consistency, RPS is composed of six 
criteria corresponding to the six questions of Gibbs [6] on the reflective cycle 
focusing on the volume of writing. The total score ranges from 6 to 36, with each 
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question carrying a maximum of six points: one point for “Does not apply at all” 
and six points for “Completely applies”. 

The volume of reflective writing was measured by the number of characters 
written by the PHN students in RJ. As part of the three-month exercise to learn 
about public health nursing, the PHN students were required throughout the pe-
riod to work on learning reflection by writing and submitting RJ on a weekly ba-
sis in principle. For RJ, we used the form developed in a pilot study drawing 
from Kolb’s experiential learning model and Gibbs’ reflective cycle: it comprised 
four sections, namely 1) Overview, 2) Questions for Verification, 3) Questions 
for Analysis and Evaluation and 4) From Theorization to Action Planning [7]. 

For the analysis, we used Microsoft Excel 2010 for simple aggregation of the 
volume of writing in RJ and the RPS score. We also used IBM SPSS Statistics 2.0 
to analyze any correlation between the change in the RPS score after the start of 
RJ writing and the average number of characters per entry in RJ (Spearman’s 
correlation analysis). 

3. Ethical Considerations 

The study plan was approved by the Ethics Committee for Nursing Study, 
Okayama University (approval No. T15-06, 7 October 2015). At the beginning of 
the academic year, we explained to the participants in the survey, both orally and 
in writing, that the submitted documents on reflection would be used after the 
completion of academic assessment for a study designed for educational im-
provement and that the contents of the documents were unrelated to the aca-
demic assessment. We obtained their consent by signing a comprehensive 
agreement by all participants. 

4. Results 

The age of the PHN students was 20 - 23 years old. As for the sex, female were 
18 and male were 2. And Figure 1 is a scatter diagram of the total RPS score af-
ter RJ and the RJ writing volume of 20 PHN students. 

The average total RPS score improved from 15.73 before the start of RJ writ-
ing to 18.90 at the end of the three-month exercise (Table 1). The average num-
ber of characters per entry in the submitted RJ (hereinafter “RJ writing volume”) 
was 828.14 ± 254.37, with a difference of over 1,000 characters between the 
longest and the shortest entries (Table 1). 

Although the average total RPS score showed a change of about 3 points as a 
result of the 3-month RJ writing exercise, no correlation was observed between 
the RPS score and the RJ writing volume (r = 0.175; see Table 2). By item, there 
was no significant difference among the six items in terms of the increase in the 
RPS score, ranging from 0.40 to 0.65. No correlation was observed, either, be-
tween the RPS score and the RJ writing volume for Items 1 to 4 (r ranging from 
−0.127 to 0.283; see Table 2). However, we did observe a moderately positive 
correlation between the RPS score and the RJ writing volume with regard to  
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Table 1. The average total RPS score and the average number of characters per entry in the submitted RJ (N = 20). 

  
Mean SD min MAX 

The average total RPS score Before RJ 15.75 4.12 7 26 

 
After RJ 18.90 8.38 6 34 

The RJ writing volume 828.14 254.37 436 1549 

Spearman’s Rank Correlation. 

 
Table 2. Correlation between the RPS score and the RJ writing volume each item of RPS (N = 20). 

Items Mean SD min MAX r 

1) I always write down, and check what I did and why I did it. 0.45 1.47 −2 4 0.022 

2) I always write down, and recall what I thought and felt about what I did. 0.65 1.59 −2 4 −0.127 

3) I always write down, and evaluate what was good and bad about what I did. 0.65 1.65 −2 4 0.141 

4) I always write down, and analyze what sense I could make of what I did. 0.50 1.57 −2 4 0.283 

5) I always write down what things I could have done better to help improve my 
performance. 

0.50 1.47 −2 3 0.475 

6) I always write down what I would do if the same situation arose gain. 0.40 1.28 −2 2 0.444 

RPS Score Total 3.15 8.22 −11 21 0.175 

Spearman’s Rank Correlation. 

 

 
Figure 1. The scatter diagram of the total RPS score after RJ and the RJ writing volume of 
20 participants (N = 20). 

 
Items 5 and 6 (r = 0.475 and r = 0.444, respectively; see Table 2). Figure 2 and 
Figure 3 are scatter diagrams showing the relationship of the RPS score and the 
RJ writing volume on the two items. 

5. Discussion 

As the results indicate, the average RPS score showed an improvement across the 
board after the RJ writing exercise. 

Significant differences were observed for Items 5 and 6, which correspond to 
Conclusion and Action Plan in Gibbs’ reflective cycle, respectively. This means  
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Figure 2. The correlation between the increase of RPS score 
and the RJ writing volume on No. 5 (N = 20). 

 

 
Figure 3. The correlation between the increase of RPS score 
and the RJ writing volume on No. 6 (N = 20). 

 
that students who made more detailed entries in RJ were more likely to recog-
nize that they could conduct the reflective cycle all the way to the stage of Con-
clusion or Action Plan. Since reflection refers to any “activity to create expertise 
for responding to an unexperienced situation”, it is preferable that public health 
nurses can conduct the whole reflective cycle. Thus, it is natural that students 
who made more detailed entries in RJ were able to gain practical expertise. 

Tamura et al. noted that reflection should “ideally be accompanied by the de-
scription of one’s own experience that allows any unrelated third party to un-
derstand that experience as if he/she was there [6]”. They also argued that writ-
ing creates a momentum in the reflective cycle, and hence promotes effective 
learning [6]. Furthermore, Nakata et al. indicated that RJ writing helps to articu-
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late the minute details of one’s experience more easily. It may be assumed that 
students making detailed entries in RJ repeatedly tried to recall the details of 
their experience and describe their experience expressively with analogies and 
illustrations, which was apparently reflected in the volume of writing. Thus, the 
results indicate that the volume of RJ writing may be one of the criteria in eva-
luating the quality of reflection. It also suggests the importance of training on 
how to express things as they are. 

In future, our findings will need to be validated by a qualitative and descrip-
tive analysis of what is written in RJ. 

6. Conclusion 

This study indicated that detailed RJ writing helps to complete the reflective 
cycle all the way to theorization and action planning, and that the volume of 
writing may serve as a criterion for qualitative evaluation. 
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