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Action Logs: Online and In Action     
Luke Rowland   
Kanda University of International Studies 
 
"Teaching can be a lonely enterprise (‘the most private job done in public’, 
someone said, or ‘the most public job done in private’)" (Allwright, 2003, 
p.132)    
 
Introduction 
As Allwright notes above, a classroom full of people can ironically seem a very 
isolated space to a teacher. Yet this is not hard to understand as a teacher’s 
isolation is social, rather than physical; teachers may feel like the odd one out 
in the classroom group because they are not a party to the opinions held by the 
majority of the people in the room. Although it is not difficult for teachers to 
assess the general atmosphere of a classroom and to act accordingly, they are 
usually less aware of particular student views and ideas about such things as 
the materials used or the activities employed in lessons. Unfortunately, it is 
these specific student perspectives which need to be communicated if the 
classroom environment is to be a socially and pedagogically cohesive 
experience for all involved (Spratt, 1999). One way of achieving this 
communication is for teachers to put in place systems for continuous feedback 
from their students throughout their courses (Barkhuizen, 1998; Stewart, 2007).  
 
The benefits of action logs 
One such feedback system is action 
logging (Murphey, 1993), which 
requires students to write lesson 
reflections focusing on what they 
regard as important, interesting or 
even unnecessary to them in a given 
class. These reflections are usually 
written in an exercise book and 
periodically collected by the 
teacher. When using action logs 
with a class, "teachers can more or 
less know how things are working, 
and adjust appropriately" (Murphey, 
1993, p.2). As Murphey describes, 
the use of logs establishes a 
connection between teacher and 
students through a cycle of ongoing 
feedback and the development of 
materials and lesson plans in 
accordance with that feedback. 

Of course, action logs do not solely 
benefit the teacher. As Murphey 
(1993) identifies, constant 
reflection on their learning can 
draw students out of passivity, 
requires them to recycle the 
content of lessons, helps them 
develop awareness of their own 
learning styles and preferences, and 
gives them some input into how 
their lessons are conducted. Key 
amongst these benefits is the notion 
that action logging may help 
students develop as individual 
"practitioners of learning" (Allwright 
& Hanks, 2009, p.2), which is to say 
that through reflecting on lessons 
and on their performance in the 
lessons, students can become more 
skilful at learning by becoming more 
aware of what the learning process 
actually consists of for them 
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individually. The student reflection 
below illustrates this idea:  
 
"Next, I read the text book in group. 
The task … was not difficult and we 
could find some of [the answers], 
but our group didn't know all of the 
[answers]. … we wanted to confirm 
about it to [the teacher]. However, 
we were shy and our class was 
finished before calling up our 
courage to ask. I think asking 
question is very important, but I 
couldn't. … so on the next occasion, 
I will call up my courage and ask 
the question positively. Don't be 
nervous, don't be shy, don't be 
afraid! They are my small goals." - 
Student reflection 
 
In the above reflection, the student 
recognizes that she missed a chance 
to extend her own learning by 
asking the teacher a question. The 
written reflection gave her an 
opportunity to set goals for herself 
for next time so that she does not 
repeat the same mistake and can 
further develop as a learner. One 
could further argue that the 
durability of the student’s 
impression of the incident was 
enhanced by writing about it in her 
action log. 
 
Online action logs 
Over 30 weeks, my second year 
Advanced Reading class wrote 
action logs on Moodle, an online 
course management system.  
Moodle allows teachers to set up 
online class pages containing 
information, such as class handouts 
and assessment deadlines, which 
the students can access from any 
computer. Students are also usually 

required to contribute to these class 
pages through their involvement in 
forums and journals. One benefit of 
creating an online action log system 
was that I did not have to collect 
exercise books from my students at 
the end of each week to read their 
perspectives on class. My students' 
comments were always available to 
me whenever I was at a computer. 
Another advantage was that I could 
very easily see in real time who was 
writing their reflections and who 
was not. This allowed me to 
immediately approach students who 
were not participating before their 
non-participation turned into a 
habit. Finally, it was convenient for 
me to have the students' comments 
in electronic form for anonymous 
redistribution to the class at 
different stages throughout the 
semester.   
 
From the start of the course, my 
students were asked to write a 
lesson reflection after each class, 
which amounted to two a week. 
They were instructed to focus on 
what they liked/disliked in each 
lesson, how they felt during 
activities, what they thought they 
learnt from a lesson or any other 
aspect of class that they felt was 
important for some reason. They 
were not given any word limits. 
Instead, I encouraged my students 
to think deeply about our classes 
and to strive for quality reflections 
rather than quantity. Importantly, 
the journal function in Moodle kept 
all the students' lesson reflections 
private between each individual 
student and me and this perhaps 
encouraged the students to 
comment freely and honestly on the  
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more sensitive aspects of our class 
such as their relationships with 
other learners. This sort of 
information was invaluable to me 
when setting up group and pair work 
in class.   
 
Revisiting and sharing perspectives 
However, for the lesson reflections 
to be truly valuable to the students, 
they needed to be revisited at times 
by their authors. To have the 
students analyse their classes and 
then to simply discard these 
analyses would have been an 
incredible waste. Essentially, we 
needed to reflect on our reflections 
in order to create positive, longer 
lasting impressions. Furthermore, I 
realised that the students could 
benefit from reading each others' 
perspectives too. Thus, I instructed 
the class at different times 
throughout the semester to reread 
what they had written about our 
classes and then to discuss their 
reflections with a partner or small 
group. The discussions were often 
quite lively. Additionally we made 
use of the idea of newslettering  
(Murphey, 1993) in which I selected 
various student reflections and 
collated them into a class 
newsletter so that the students 
could share their perspectives on 
our lessons with each other 
anonymously. This activity was also 
well received and the newsletters 
and reflections we shared in class 
were in turn mentioned in my 
students' subsequent lesson 
reflections below: 
 
"At the end of today, we discussed 
about lesson reflection. I did not  

 
know what the other students are 
writing in the lesson reflection, so 
it helped me to notice about what 
should I write. Also I did not know 
some people are writing deeply, I 
was surprised." - Student reflection 
 
"Next, I found the partner and talk 
about lesson reflections and saw 
some examples. I learned what is 
the bad points to write the 
reflections and of course learned 
what is the good points...so it was 
very useful lesson. I try to write the 
reflection more deeply." - Student 
reflection 
 
Conclusion 
Teachers can often feel cut off from 
their students. This happens in part 
because we sense that students 
share some common beliefs about 
our classes that we are not privy to. 
One way to address this situation is 
to ask students to reflect on their 
learning and to create written 
records which they can share with 
the teacher. With constant 
advances in educational technology, 
it makes sense to create these logs 
in ways that are convenient, 
relevant and accessible to modern 
teachers and learners. Not only do 
these learner journals inform the 
teacher and support ad hoc, ongoing 
syllabus development but they also 
go some way to helping students 
develop as learners by requiring 
students to concretely identify what 
they like and dislike in class, what 
motivates them, and which 
activities and tasks create the most 
lasting impressions for them. 
Furthermore, when students revisit 
and discuss their reflections with 
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classmates, they get a chance to 
compare and contrast their learning 
preferences with others, which 
leads very naturally to further 
reflection on their own learning 
processes. In short, online action 
logs are one way we can help 

"learners to develop as learners; to 
become better at it, better able to 
enjoy and profit from the courses 
we provide, and eventually both 
able and eager to carry on learning 
after our courses are over" 
(Allwright & Hanks, 2009, p.2).  
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Outside the Box 
 

Being inside the box 
was comfortable – 
warm and cosy. 
We curled up  
with cushions of routine, 
wadded with words, 
blanketed by books, 
swaddled in certainties. 
A bit stuffy perhaps, 
and we sometimes felt cramped, 
but never mind,  
we were so used to it 
that it felt normal – 
and, as I said,  
comfortable. 

 
 
 
 

Out here we are exposed, 
and cold winds blow. 
We need to hold on tight, 
keep our eyes open 
for sudden snow squalls, 
hidden crevasses.   
It’s a precarious existence now – 
but here we can move and breathe, 
see clear to the far horizon. 
 
And if we come to a cliff, 
we know we can step off it 
into empty air, 
trusting it to bear us up. 
We have no fear 
of  
fall 
ing 
 
Alan Maley. Nagoya. Nov. 2010 
Read at the closing ceremony of 
JALT2010 


