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Abstract

A research project used learning logs as a research instrument to gather data on the reflection, experience and learning of a sample of marketing managers in the field. This paper introduces Learning Log Analysis as an analytical approach to help researchers to interpret findings. Learning Log Analysis is a synthesis of content analysis, case study analysis and narrative and storytelling analysis. This paper aims merely to introduce the approach and does in no way attempt to be a conclusive formula.
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1.0 Introduction to Learning Log Analysis

This paper evaluates and synthesises analytical approaches for interpreting data generated from reflection, experience and learning. It introduces Learning Log Analysis that is the analysis of the rich data contained in learning logs, often called reflective journals. Learning logs have a strong connection with learning theories, and such theories are considered initially in order that epistemological foundations are set down. Reflection, experience and learning are interconnected (Dewey 1938) and their relationships are considered.  Then the use of learning logs as a business and social sciences research methodology are justified and previous applications are reviewed and contextualized.  Learning Log Analysis is a synthesis of content analysis (reductionist), narrative and storytelling analysis (formalistic) and case study analysis (context and social experience). The original application of these methodologies to learning log data is reflected upon by the authors, their views are recorded and recommendations are made to others that may use similar methodologies and analyses in the future.    

The original research project aimed to record reflection and experiential learning in the field.  Six marketing managers from six British theatres were recruited to participate in this longitudinal research project.  They completed surveys that contextualized their role within their organisation. They set goals for the planning period. They reflected upon their experiences in learning logs over an 8-week period. The respondents completed a final reflection and a survey on the log process. A website was developed to support the respondents in the field, and to reduce any contact with the researchers. The project generated rich data, and it is the analysis of the data and not the research methodology that is recounted in this paper.  

2.0 Reflection, Experience and Learning Theory

A number of authors have connected learning theory and management (i.e. management as an academic field – see Table 1).  Adult experiential learning theory, which is recorded in learning logs, is underpinned by educational philosophy. Dewey (1938) was amongst the first to unite experience and learning, and to emphasise a dialectic process integrating experience and concepts, observations and action. Piaget (1970a) researched the educational development of young children into early adolescence and developed the integration of experience and concepts, reflection and action into his model of Learning and Cognitive Development. Lewin (1951) developed learning and social dynamics, T-groups, and action learning. The work of these three educational philosophers gave Kolb (1984) the foundations his learning cycle. In the view of Dewey (1938), experiential learning is the process that links education, work and personal development, and this is what the learning log is ideal for recording. The learner is directly involved with the realities of what they are studying. Experiential learning involves a direct encounter with the phenomenon being studied rather than merely thinking about the encounter or only considering the possibility of doing something with it (Keeton and Tate 1978). Table 1 summarises other key authors that connect management and learning.

	Learning Theory 
	Year
	Authors

	Societal Learning
	1973
	Michael

	Action Learning 
	1978
	Revans

	Theories in Action
	1978
	Argyris and Schon

	Kolb’s Learning Cycle
	1984
	Kolb

	Institutional Learning
	1988
	De Geus

	The Learning Board
	1996
	Garrat

	The Organisational Learning Cycle
	1999
	Dixon and Ross

	Market Orientation and Learning
	2004
	Morgan

	Table 1 Summary of key authors that connect management and learning


According to Cottrell (2003) reflection is a type of thinking. It allows us to make sense of experience. Reflection allows us to consider our experience and to learn from it. Learning does not always result from experience, and even if we do learn from our experience that does not mean that we have learned all that there is to learn. Kolb and Fry (1976), Schon (1987), Kolb (1984), and Revans (1978) philosophise about learning theory and the relationship between experience and reflection. Kolb and Fry (1976) stated that impulsivity and reflectivity were opposites. The impulsive individual would offer spontaneous responses to questions whereas the reflective individual would take time to consider a response. ‘Reflection-in-action’ was the term used by Schon (1987) to describe how the individual contributes to an outcome. Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984) that underpins the process of experiential learning has a dimension called Reflective Observation. It was suggested by Kolb (1984) that people learn more effectively by reviewing each occasion where learning takes place. Action and reflection are seen as part of the same act by Revans (1978). His Learning Equation (L = P+ Q i.e. Learning = Programmed Knowledge + Questioning Insight) summarises the value of reflection. Here reflection is ‘Questioning Insight.’ Dewey (1938) examines the situation, or the boundaries of experience that he calls the internal and existential conditions. 


For Dewey an individual does not have social experience: 

An individual is social – no sociality, no person; and vice versa.



Clandinin and Connelly (1991)




The reflection is internal and is offered as an individual’s perception of his or her experience. The individual exists as a free person and is a responsible agent that determines his or her own development through act of free will. Here a community is a collection of freethinking individuals. When examining the learning log entries it would be appropriate to consider not only the personal reflection of the individual but also the social context of the individual i.e. the situation. That means that the nature of the organisation, of which he or she is part, needs to be taken into account when interpreting entries.  Case study analysis is ideal for interpreting the context of the log and the social experience that takes place as the log records learning, reflection and personal experience. 

3.0 Learning Logs 

Learning logs measure learning from experience. Whilst theory is important, practice underpins experience and is the essence of that which Learning Log Analysis interprets. There are a number of research studies that have been conducted using learning logs, mainly from the subject disciplines of Human Resource Management (Barclay 1996) and education (Clandinin and Connelly 1991). The log records learning in practice through the mechanism of ‘reflection.’ They have a prescribed format that follows the stages of knowledge acquisition through the transformation of experience. Such stages have an epistemology that includes the Lewinian Experiential Learning Model (concrete experience, observations and reflections, formation of abstract concepts and generalisations, and testing implications of concepts in new situations), Dewey’s Model of Experiential Learning (observation, knowledge, judgement and purpose), Piaget’s Model of Learning and Cognitive Development (concrete phenomenalism, internalised reflection, abstract constructionism and active egocentrism) and finally Kolb’s Learning Cycle (concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation). The research and work of Lewin, Dewey, Piaget and Kolb all form part of the epistemology that supports the theory of learning, as evaluated earlier in this paper. Commonly the stages are represented as described by Barclay (1996) under the sections called preparation and the action plan. These form the basis for the two stages, or ‘phases’ of the logs. Clandinin and Connelly (1991) considered a range of research methodologies suitable for recording personal experience. Although education is their field of expertise, Clandinin and Connelly’s summary of methodologies can be applied in the field of social science, and therefore it is argued here, to business research.


The social sciences are concerned with humans and their relations


with themselves and their environments, and, as such, the social 

sciences are founded on the study of experience. Experience is, therefore, is the starting point and key term for all social science inquiry.




Clandinin and Connelly (1991)

It is noted that their perspective sees experience not as a record written directly into a diary, but as a story that is retold after an event. Their reasoning is driven by their philosophical point of view. They take a middle ground when considering the philosophical perspectives supported when studying experience. They criticise what they see as a ‘linguistic left’ that sees text rather than people as the experience and the involvement of the researcher in that text as part of that experience (Watts 1992). Some involvement between the researcher and the respondents is likely, and this will be considered under the banner of participant observation later in this section. Schon (1983, 1991) and Oakshott (1962) call those whom argue that ‘experience’ is too holistic and comprehensive a term ‘technical rationalists.’ For them, it is insufficient a basis for academic research. Schwab (1964) entitles these two opposing points of view ‘formalistic’ and ‘reductionist.’ The formalistic view would see a log entry as something that can be understood in abstract through the interpretation of the researcher experiencing the text. The reductionist view see the log entry as something that can be broken down by a set techniques and tactics employed by a skilled researcher. For the purposes of Learning Log Analysis, content analysis is reductionist where techniques such as keyword-in-context and similar approaches are employed. Narrative and storytelling analysis are formalistic since the researcher attempts to understand and interpret themes from the log entries. One interpretation is that of Eisner (1988), in that the researcher is partly participating in the politics of method. So by using a log approach the researcher is not only involved in the specifics of the research being undertaken, but also aspects of the politics of the method employed to gather qualitative data. The middle ground was expressed by Bruner (1987) as Experience structures expressions. . . . . but expressions also structure experience. In interpreting findings from the log research one understands that the experiences of the respondents can be seen in textual representations of their expressions, comments and thoughts recorded in the contextual data and the log entries. Here experience structures expressions. There is also the recognition that the aforementioned expressions, comments and thoughts will then influence the future actions of the respondent. Here expressions structure experience. The middle ground is one occupied by Clandinin and Connelly (1991). For them experience is embedded in the epistemology of both formalism and reductionism. They support the argument of Carr (1986) summarised as follows:

When persons note something of their experience, either to themselves or to others, they do so not by the recording of stories over time, but in storied form

Carr (1986).

The recording of log entries is a form of narrative. The marketing manager reflects upon his or her experience of marketing planning as it is undertaken. They note something of their experience. The note is made to themselves, and communicated to the researcher. However in contrast to the view of Carr (1986), the respondents do record the narrative or story. A narrative emerges overtime. The interpretation of storytelling and narrative are useful therefore to this research project. The analysis of textual data recorded in the learning logs will use both formalistic and reductionist approaches, to see which is most appropriate to Learning Log Analysis. The reductionist approach is represented by a detailed content analysis of log data. The formalistic approach will see a textual analysis that considers the narrative themes of the log entries. Finally, case study analysis will contextualize the learning logs within the social experience of the respondent, in their organisation.  

4.0 Analysis of Learning Log Data

Three approaches were used to interpret data from the learning logs. Since this methodology is untried in the marketing context, no presuppositions were made regarding the potential success or otherwise of each interpretive approach.  It is also recognised here that there is a huge literature that supports the three methodologies i.e. too large a body of knowledge to be acknowledged in this short paper. The three approaches selected were content analysis, case study analysis and narrative and storytelling analysis. The three approaches together helped to triangulate findings as depicted in figure 1.
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	Figure 1 Learning Log Analysis 


5.0 The Researcher as a Participant Observer

By reading through log entries and interpreting their contents, this researcher is retelling the story in his or her own words. It is recognised that writing up data from the field in such a way is in itself a story. Therefore the experience of this researcher is part of the story as it is retold. In this way, the researcher is a participant observer. This is a consideration with the formalistic approach. Burgess (1984) identified four main ways in which a researcher participates in his or her own research. These are the complete participant, the participant-as-observer, the observer as participant and the complete observer. Those completing the logs are aware of the nature and purpose of the research, and have some contact with the researcher. The researcher has contacted them, co-opted them to take part and has offered them the option to contact him directly if assistance is needed (although the supporting website should reduce the need for direct contact). The respondents returned entries to the researcher. Therefore there is not intention to conceal or operate covertly. Although contact is made with the participants, there is no effort to build or nurture a relationship with them. Superficial contact is made. On the other hand the researcher does not stand back and ‘eavesdrop.’ Therefore it is argued here that none of Burgess’s research identities wholly suit this log research. However, the most similar identity is that of observer-as-participant, where occasional questions may be asked and advice and guidance offered.

6.0 Content Analysis

Content analysis was applied to the learning log data based upon popular approaches described in research methodology literature (Roberts (2000), Lacty and Johnson (1994) and Krippendorff (1980)). Provalis Research Simstat and Wordstat V4.0 were used to perform the content analysis. Data from log entries and contextual surveys were converted to MS-Word. Analysis of the data was undertaken and the results were presented in a number of forms including Key-Word-In-Context (KWIC), as well as a variety of cross tabulations. The content analysis measured words, phrases and themes. Words were counted and categorised. This showed the most popular words. KWIC placed the word in sentences where the context gives meaning to the word. This allowed keywords to be measured across all responses, and then individual responses were compared with the totals. As with attempting to apply any empirical approach to a relatively qualitative methodology, the limitations of a small sample meant that on occasion comparing keywords generated little of any verifiable interest. However, where all logs were compared so that data appeared in greater quantities, findings tended to be more easily justified. So when a context analysis is used, the more data the better.

7.0 Case Study Analysis

Case study analysis was undertaken on the learning log data based upon commonly cited case study analysis approaches (Kulthau (1988,), Yin (1994), Stake (1995), Ragin and Becker (1992) and Jaunch et al (1980)). 

As a research endeavour, the case study contributes uniquely to our knowledge of individual, organization, social, and political phenomena. Not surprisingly, the case study has been a common research strategy in psychology, sociology, political science, business, social work, and planning.










Yin (1994)

The accounts in the log entries were analysed in greater depth. They were reviewed in much more detail in order to ascertain themes and key points for further investigation. 

	Strategy
	Form of research question
	Requires control over behavioural events?
	Focus on contemporary events?

	Learning Log Analysis
	How, why
	No
	Yes

	Experiment
	How, why
	Yes
	Yes

	Survey
	Who, what, where, how many, how much
	No
	Yes

	Archival analysis
	Who, what, where, how many, how much
	No
	Yes/No

	History
	How, why
	No
	No

	Case study
	How, why
	No
	Yes

	Table 2 Relevant Situations for Different Research Strategies Source: (Yin 1994) adapted to include Learning Log Analysis


A key factor in the selection of an appropriate research methodology is problem definition. Learning log analysis, in common with case study analysis, records data to answer questions of ‘how’ and ‘why,’ it has little or no behavioural control over the respondent, and it focuses upon contemporary factors.  When interpreting and analysing data from case studies there are three main approaches. Yin (1994) suggested much depends upon the investigator’s own style of rigorous thinking, along with sufficient presentation of evidence and careful consideration of alternative interpretations.  So much of the interpretation is largely subjective and based upon the researcher’s own type of critical thought. A second approach would be to code events to give them some empirical meaning, rather like a content analysis. A third approach would be to use a variety of more qualitative techniques as follows:

· Putting information into different arrays

· Making a matrix of categories and placing the evidence within such categories

· Creating data displays – flowcharts and other devices – for examining the data

· Tabulating the frequency of different events

· Examining the complexity of such tabulations and their relationships by calculating second order means and variances

· Putting information in chronological order or using some other temporal scheme
Miles and Huberman (1984)

There are two general strategies that underpin the selection of analytical techniques  (Yin 1994). The first relies upon theoretical propositions, and the second is based upon a case description. The more robust of the two strategies relies upon theoretical propositions.

	Alternative modes of analysis
	How can the mode be applied for case study analysis?
	Applicability to Learning Log Analysis

	1. Pattern matching
	Only useful where patterns in log data match a prediction.
	Yes

	2. Explanation building
	This is most useful where analysing the data allows an explanation to emerge
	Yes

	3. Time series analysis
	Where intricate patterns exist, a times series analysis could be conducted.
	No

	4. Program logic models
	A combination of 1 and 3 above. Complex of events is predicted over time. 
	Yes

	Table 3 Applicability of Case Study Modes of Analysis to Learning Log Analysis


Case study analysis of learning logs offered a context to the reflections of the respondents. It helped the researcher to appreciate the social experience of the respondents and allowed a deeper understanding of the data when undertaking a critical thought. It also helped to keep subjective and biased perceptions of the patterns in the data to a minimum. Here there were six managers working for six organisations rather than six discrete sets of numbers. Case study analysis allowed a much deeper understanding of the marketing managers’ contexts. It was easier to compare the similarities and dissimilarities between the six case studies. Case study analysis offered a different perspective on interpretations based solely upon content analysis.

8.0 Narrative and Storytelling Analysis

Narrative and storytelling analysis was used (Bruner (1987), Chatman (1978)). This approach offered a formalistic interpretation of data (Scwab 1964).  The narratives were ethnological testimonials of real experiences. Narrative analysis considers a story as a series of sections in chronological order, and that is why it was so useful when considering entries made in a series of learning logs. The sequencing of entries that reflected upon specific goals allowed themes to emerge as the accumulation of reflection build a picture of the past, and also how at various points in time the present allowed for an interpretation of the past. The accumulation of data also allowed respondents to build a perception of the future. The narratives were accounts of personal experiences. Crossley (2000) recommends three key steps to be undertaken when analysing narratives. This involves the researcher reading through the data to become familiar with it; important concepts such as tone and imagery are noted, and as themes emerge they are recorded. The researchers read all logs from start to finish. Core themes were identified. Issues that influence the responses were considered and isolated wherever possible. For example the gender of the respondent that recorded the story, versus the gender of the researcher that interpreted the story were evaluated. The impact of any interaction or rapport between respondents and researchers was also considered. Elements of discourse were noted if they arose. Narrative and storytelling analysis offered the deepest analysis of all. In some ways it was most pleasurable for the researchers since they were given a rare insight into the personal perspectives on marketing by six individual marketing managers working for six different organisations. Narrative and story telling analysis offered the most personal, in-depth understanding of the log data and proved the most valuable analysis to Learning Log Analysis. 

9.0 Conclusions 

By using a combination of content analysis, case study analysis and narrative and storytelling analysis, Learning Log Analysis was synthesised. Hence the researchers could offer a more robust interpretation of findings. Learning Log Analysis has a number of advantages and disadvantages. Learning logs can be analysed in a more objective manner, other than simply reading through them. The power and speed of information technology give an opportunity for large amounts of text from learning logs to be analysed in relatively short spans of time. A number of learning logs can be analysed in parallel. Therefore tone and images can be compared and contrasted across a broader base of respondents. This adds robustness to any findings. However, often only small samples are realistic since it takes time, effort, resources and commitment to engage respondents over the period of the longitudinal research. The data is rich and therefore does not tend to deliver short uncomplicated views, and subtleties are difficult to identify from the large amount of text. Subjectivity on the part of the researcher may distort results so that the generalisation of any findings may be misguided, since verification and replication would be difficult.  However learning logs, their analysis, and their usefulness as a research methodology have applications for a number of research programmes within the fields of business and management. Since learning operates on a number of levels from individuals to organisations, learning logs can record reflection, experience and learning as it takes place. Reflection, experience and learning can be analysed, as this paper have merely attempted to introduce, using Learning Log Analysis. 
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